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END of the WORLD 


CHAPTER 
One 


THE HUGE wing of a radar screen cut into the first gray streaks of dawn, 
throwing a shadow across the soldier on guard below. As the giant 
screen revolved, light and shadow alternately touched camouflaged 
helmet and dull steel barrel of the sentry’s automatic rifle. The faint 
but ominous sound of the radar scanning the crisp Southern California 
dawn gradually gave way to the hum of early commuters soaring into 
Los Angeles on the still relatively uncluttered freeways. 


On a smogless morning such as this, the radar screen could be seen 
from Karen Baldwin’s bedroom window, three miles away. It seemed 
to Karen this morning that the radar with its monotonous twirling 
typified her own existence. At sixteen, her life sometimes seemed 
pointless. 

As she skated a knit jersey pajama top over her honey-colored hair, 
she took a moment to glance at her reflection in the wall mirror. It 
would be much more interesting to show off her new swim suit at 
Zuma Beach, than going off with the family to Shibe’s Meadow for a 
vacation. 


Her mother was calling her again. Quickly Karen pulled on a blue 
sweater, zippered a slim skirt and gathered up the stack of movie 
magazines she would take on the trip. 

She could hear her brother, Rick, banging around in his room that 
adjoined her own. 

As Karen started for the door, she glanced out the window. The 
radar screen on the hill was whipping like a giant eggbeater into the 
first crimson band of sunrise. Blood-red, Karen thought. She shivered. 


In the front of the one-story house on Kimberly Drive in the suburb 
of Wheaton, Harry Baldwin was oblivious to the trials of his family in 
rousing themselves at this unaccustomed hour of 4 a.m. He was about 
to enter into his own private world of trout flies, salmon eggs and 
spinners. 

He stood in the driveway where the Ford sedan, already hitched to 
the travel trailer, was parked. Through a break in the myporum that 
screened the Baldwin house from the neighbors’ pool, he was on a 
direct line with the radar tower on the hilltop. But it did not catch his 
eye. It had become such a familiar object on the landscape that you 
seldom noticed it at all. 


Harry’s lively brown eyes gazed fondly at the new trout rod he was 


whipping experimentally at the hedge. Each flick of his wrist lifted a 
squirming rainbow out of the creek. Vacation. An extra week, a bonus. 
Fifteen years with Tillman Machine Tools and this week in addition to 
his regular vacation, which would come later. Brother, the fishing 
stories he’d be able to tell the guys when he got back to his office. 
Harry M. Baldwin, in charge of purchasing. Forty-three years old. Hair 
a little thin at the temples. But he could still get into his old uniform, 
which was more than most of the members of his Legion Post could 
do. It paid a man to keep in condition. 

He was so engrossed in getting the feel of the new rod, that he 
didn’t notice his wife struggling out the door with a large package 
under each arm. Putting down the packages she brushed aside a lock 
of hair that was one shade darker than her daughter Karen’s. 

“Harry, you certainly are a big help,” Ann said. 

After all these years her voice touched him. Especially on a 
beautiful morning like this, with just enough Southern California night 
left in the air to sting the blood. He put the fishing rod across the 
hood of the car and hurried to pick up the packages. 

“The kids were supposed to do the loading,” he reminded. 

“T haven’t even convinced them they’re awake yet.” Ann gave him a 
bright smile. She wore a beige blouse and tan slacks and thonged 
sandals. 

Harry stowed the packages in the trailer, cased his fly rod, then 
turned as his son, Rick, stumbled groggily from the house. Rick was 
drawing his fishing jacket tightly across a pair of shoulders he was 
sure one day would block for the L.A. Rams. But Harry knew better. 
Rick would never have the size for that. Harry watched his son grope 
his way toward the car. 

It was a little hard for Harry to realize that next month Rick would 
be nineteen. Nineteen years that slipped out of your hands before you 
could even start to hang onto them. Harry felt his throat tighten when 
he thought how soon Rick would be having to put in his military 
service. Maybe things would be better for Rick. He hoped so. God 
knew it was time that things got better; Harry’s own father with the 
kneecap shattered from a grenade at the Marne. Harry himself at a 
hellish place called Anzio. What would it be for Rick’s generation? 
Wouldn’t the bastards ever let up? Wouldn’t they? 

Something made him glance at the distant radar tower with its 
screens that were built to scoop the word of doom from the 
atmosphere. This war, if it came, wouldn’t be the mud of Flanders, or 
the later war with the hot tanks belting the walls of a distant 
monastery. This one, if it came, would be quick and final. 

Ann looked at him anxiously when he locked the trailer door. 


“Harry, you’re pale.” 

“Tt’s an hour for paleness,” he grinned. 

“You said it,” muttered Rick sleepily. “Ten minutes past four. In the 
morning.” He groaned to show the enormity of the moment, crawled 
into the rear seat of the sedan, and closed his eyes. 

“Three down, one to go,” Harry gave a small laugh. 


“Speaking of the devil,” smiled Ann, as Karen, holding her movie 
magazines, came down the walk. 

Karen yawned prodigiously. “All this fuss. And for what? For fish!” 

As she stood a moment beside her mother Harry felt his chest swell 
with pride. They were so much alike, Ann and their Karen. But Karen 
was taller than her mother, more lushly built, Harry thought, if you 
wanted to be downright objective about it. Ann had laugh wrinkles at 
the corners of her light gray eyes that Karen had not yet acquired. 

With exaggerated weariness, Karen climbed into the car. This 
morning she seemed to be in what Harry had once laughingly told 
Ann was Karen’s Bette Davis mood. Rick had sprawled across the back 
seat and Karen pushed him aside, folded her arms and proceeded to go 
to sleep. 

“Company all present and accounted for,” Harry said. He helped 
Ann into the front seat. Then he gave a final inspection of the trailer 
hitch, the safety chain. He had Ann try the stop lights and directional 
signals. Everything worked. 

At fourteen minutes past four the Baldwin sedan and trailer moved 
smoothly along Kimberly Drive. 

With a minimum of traffic they made good time. They drank coffee 
from the thermos. The air warmed, then cooled as they began to 
climb. Halfway up Mountain Highway Ann gripped Harry’s arm as 
they swung around a long curve. Below them and in the distance lay 
the city. 

“TIsn’t it beautiful!” Ann exclaimed. “I haven’t seen it like this in so 
long.” 

“They say it’ll be the biggest city in the world before too long.” 

In the clear air they could see a distant glimmer of blue ocean, the 
Baldwin Hills, the spiked crown of oil wells on Signal Hill. Morning 
light touched City Hall, jutting like an obelisk; the high rise of 
Skyscraper Row along Wilshire. Mile after mile of brick and stucco 
and concrete and wood. Shed roofs and gables, and shake, 
composition shingle and tarpaper providing shelter for over two 
million human beings. 

As they climbed higher into the mountains Harry said, “Any coffee 
left?” 


“I think so.” Ann unscrewed the cap of the thermos and glanced 
back at Rick and Karen, both sound asleep in the rear seat. Smiling 
softly, she poured the reminder of the coffee into the thermos top. 
Harry took one hand from the wheel and finished the coffee. 

Ann switched on the radio. “I suppose all we'll get this time of 
morning will be farm reports. Or maybe an exercise program.” 

Harry dropped the empty thermos top into the seat, slipped an arm 
across Ann’s shoulders. “That exercise bit sounds interesting.” He 
grinned slyly. “Shall we park?” 

“Behave yourself.” Ann gave him an indulgent smile. “I don’t think 
you ever got out of high school.” She pointed ahead. “We go 
thataway, podnah.” 

Harry chuckled. Ann spun the radio dial and finally cut through the 
welter of weather reports and other news of interest to farmers. She 
finally found a station playing an old Duke Ellington record. Closing 
her eyes, Ann settled back in the seat. 

“Remember that tune, Harry?” 

“Sure do. Reminds me of the night we danced at .. .” 

A blinding flash of light suddenly ripped the morning sky. Abruptly 
the radio went dead. Ann jerked upright in the seat, her lips going 
white. Harry’s foot instinctively eased up on the gas pedal, and the 
sedan and trailer slowed on the lonely mountain road. He was staring 
at the sky, which seemed to remain brilliantly lighted for several 
seconds. Then it gradually dimmed. Startled, he and Ann exchanged 
glances. 

“Harry, what was it?” Ann asked in a small dead voice. 

Harry frowned. “Lightning. Hope we don’t get any rain.” 

“It—it came from behind us.” 

The road suddenly curved again, and ahead they could see the 
distant city. Another flash of blinding light exploded in the sky above 
the very heart of the city. It seemed they could almost feel sudden 
heat against their faces, despite the distance. 


Tires squealed on the pavement. Only when he heard this familiar 
sound did Harry realize he had jammed on the brakes. The trailer 
lurched, straightened out. Quickly he maneuvered the caravan to the 
side of the road. 

Already Ann was opening her door. Harry joined her at the front of 
the car as they stood stiffly, peering into the distance. Another flash of 
light bloomed against their faces. They stared, unable to speak. 
Gradually the light faded, to be replaced by a terrible stillness. 

Even the pines that lined the road seemed lifeless. 

Ann turned her frightened gaze on Harry. “That wasn’t lightning,” 


she murmured, a terrible dread in her voice. 


Harry tried to moisten lips that were suddenly dry. “No—it wasn’t 
lightning.” 


CHAPTER 
Two 


THE SOUND of someone stepping from the car caused Harry to look 
around. It was Rick, sleepily rubbing his eyes. “What gives?” Rick 
asked. 

Harry had turned to stare toward the city again. He said ominously, 
“The only thing I can think of—” 

But he broke off when another flash cut into the sky with such 
intensity they were forced to look away. Gradually it died out. For the 
first time Harry realized that Karen was standing rigidly at his side. 
When he put a hand on his daughter’s arm he could feel her tremble. 

Ann gave Harry a hopeful glance. “Maybe they’re testing. Las Vegas 
isn’t far.” 

“Las Vegas is in the opposite direction. Away from Los Angeles.” 

Rick swallowed. “Dad, this is it—” 

Harry snapped his fingers. “The radio! If anything’s wrong, they’ll 
have it on the air.” 

Hurrying to the car, Harry leaned in and listened. The station they’d 
been listening to was apparently off the air. Sweating, he twisted the 
dial. 

“Can’t seem to get anything.” Harry said, and tried desperately to 
keep fear from coloring his voice. Karen’s eyes were wide with a 
growing terror. Rick, pale around the mouth, looked anxious. 

Finally Harry was able to catch the voice of an announcer. “Forecast 
for Sacramento Valley, clear and warm. High expected today—ninety- 
seven degrees.” 

Harry twisted the dial again. 

Rick leaned over Harry’s shoulder. “None of the L.A. stations are on 
the air.” 

“Not even Conelrad?” said Karen in a small, frightened voice. 

“Not even Conelrad.” Harry took command. “Into the car, 
everybody. We’ll stop at the next phone and call home.” 


Ann was biting her lips. “I want to talk to Mother.” 


They drove in silence along the deserted highway. A creek flashed 
behind a clump of manzanita. When they rounded a bend in the road 
a buck deer went pounding up the brushy hillside. Usually such a 
sight would have evoked a shout of appreciation from Rick. Harry 
glanced in the rear view mirror. Rick sat beside his pale sister, hands 


clenched on his knees. 


Around the next turn Harry saw a roadside phone booth. Quickly he 
moved in, with Ann right behind him. He dropped a coin into the slot 
and dialed the operator. 


He had a moment of reassurance when the unemotional voice of the 
operator came over the receiver: “Number please.” 


“Ember 42106, Los Angeles, please.” 


“Pm sorry, sir. The lines to Los Angeles are temporarily our of 
order.” 

Harry gripped the phone. “All of them? Can you tell me what 
happened?” 

“I do not have that information, sir.” 

“You must have some idea—” 

“Tm sorry, sir. I do not have that information.” 

Frustrated, Harry hung up the phone and automatically retrieved 
his coin from the return chute. When he stepped out of the booth Ann 
looked at him questioningly. 

“T couldn’t get through,” Harry told his wife. 

Ann’s mouth trembled. “Harry, I—I’d like to go back home. I must 
go.” 

“Maybe we’d better,” Harry agreed without conviction. He started 
for the sedan where Rick and Karen stood. Just a couple of kids, 
waiting for him to give the answer. The answer to what? His mind 
was numb. He wouldn’t allow himself to think— Then he heard Ann 
give a gasp. Her face had gone dead white and she was pointing back 
the way they had come, in the direction of the city. In the distance the 
yellow sun clearly outlined the underbellies of mushroom clouds with 
the unmistakable atomic columns rising into the sky. 

Rick’s hands were clenched. “We’ve had it, Dad, haven’t we?” 

“T thought when it happened, we’d all be—” Karen’s voice broke. 

“Get in the car,” Harry ordered. “We’re going back.” 

Harry finally managed to find a cutoff where he could make a U- 
turn. 

Rick leaned forward, resting an arm on the back of the front seat. “I 
read that those clouds go up thirty miles, Dad.” He cleared his throat, 
trying to appear detached. “Think they’re that high?” 

“T don’t know,” Harry replied, trying to match Rick’s tone. “Looked 
to me like they’re still rising.” 

“They were flattening out on top,” Karen offered. 

“A little—but they’re still going up.” 

Ann shuddered. “Stop trying to be so complacent!” she cried. 


The note of hysteria in his wife’s voice jolted Harry. He glanced at 
her huddled beside him in the front seat. 

“Dad, look out!” Karen screamed. 

Harry flicked his gaze back on the road just in time. A car, 
careening around a curve ahead, skidded dangerously over the double 
line, directly into their lane. With a desperate twist of the wheel Harry 
swung sedan and trailer as close to the cut bank on his right as he 
dared. As the car bore down on them, Harry felt a sickening lurch as 
the sedan wheels hit the shoulder. The oncoming car was a two-year- 
old Cad. Harry glimpsed the driver, fighting the wheel. A middle-aged 
man in conservative dark clothes, wearing a hat. Beside him was a 
gray-haired woman so completely without color that she seemed made 
of wax. The Cad’s rear wheels screamed as it started to broadside. At 
the last moment the driver got it straightened out. Without a glance at 
Harry, the car was gone, roaring up the mountain. 

The whole frightening episode had taken no more than a few 
seconds. “Idiot driver,” Harry managed to grunt. 

“He nearly creamed us,” said Rick. 

Within the mile traffic increased noticeably. An Aston-Martin roared 
suddenly around a sweeping bend in the road, doing at least seventy- 
five, Harry judged. The driver, wearing a checked cap, expertly 
maneuvered the low-slung car through the dangerous curve. Behind it 
came a decked hot-rod, trying to duplicate the feat. But at this speed it 
couldn’t take the curve. It slid, went up on two wheels. Before it 
rolled, however, the driver managed to right it. Harry held his breath 
until the snorting, skidding vehicle was safely past. 


Ann was fiddling with the radio again, and finally a newscaster’s 
voice, quivering with excitement, burst out of the speaker. 

“All forms of communication appear to have broken down. 
Although there has been no official statement, the light flashes and 
the resulting cloud formation lead to the inescapable conclusion that 
Los Angeles has been attacked by nuclear bombs or missiles. This is radio 
station KWAR using auxiliary power. In order to conserve this power 
we will broadcast bulletins at two-hour intervals. Next broadcast will 
be at nine o’clock.” 


As the newscaster’s voice was abruptly silenced, Harry switched off 
the radio. Ahead loomed an isolated gas station, two pumps fronting 
an ancient structure that needed paint. One window was broken and 
patched with strips of gummed tape. Oil cans littered a weed-grown 
lot beside a grease rack. A sign said: AL’s SERVICE. MECHANIC ON Duty. 


“We need gas,” Harry said. 


There was already one car at the pumps, headed their way. A lank 
man in grease-spattered coveralls was filling the tank while picking 


his teeth with a kitchen match. Harry pulled in and the man looked 
him over. The driver of the other car was nervously pacing the 
gravelled drive. Harry went over to him, noticing that the man wore 
bedroom slippers and a topcoat over a pair of green-striped pajamas. 

The man was lanky, with a brown shaved skull. He gave Harry a 
hard look. “You a bill collector? You from Internal Revenue?” 

“No, I—” 

The man’s smile was too tight, his eyes over-bright, “They can all go 
to hell!” he shouted. “All of them!” He threw back his head and 
jarring, high-pitched laughter rolled from his throat. 

Harry gave him a strange look. “You just come from L.A.?” 

The man stopped laughing. “I saw it. I was there.” 

Harry said nothing. For the moment he seemed incapable of speech. 
Ann and Karen were out of the car, peering anxiously in the direction 
of Los Angeles. 

The man whipped around, staring. “Picture window in the bedroom 
blew in—killed her. Fifteen, maybe twenty miles from the blast.” 
Coming to his toes, he glared at Harry. “It killed her. You hear me? 
Cut her to pieces.” 

Harry, realizing the man was in a state of shock, said, “I’m sorry—” 

The man spun toward the attendant, the tails of the top coat 
floating out from pajama-clad legs. “Hey, you! Step on it. I gotta get 
outa here!” 

Al of Al’s Service, came up, chewing his kitchen match. “That’ll be 
four ten, Mister,” he said coldly. 

“T got no money. I had no time to get any.” 

Al’s thin face reddened. “That’s too bad, friend. PIH just drain your 
tank of the gas I put in—” 

As Al turned away, the man in the topcoat gave a cry of rage and 
ran around the back of his cream-colored sedan. Al was reaching for a 
wrench. Before he could start removing the plug at the bottom of the 
tank, the man in the pajamas whipped a hard right to Al’s jaw. Force 
of the blow slammed Al against the nearest pump. He tried to lift the 
wrench. The other man hit him again. Al’s legs went out from under 
him. As he fell the motor of the cream-colored sedan roaded to life. 
The bald man leaned out, a semblance of sanity in his eyes as he 
looked at Al, who was trying to regain his feet. 

“Tm damn sorry, buddy. But I had no time to get money.” 

He sent the car hurtling out the drive, rear wheels blasting gravel at 
the side of the building. He swung into the highway, nearly 
sideswiping a pickup truck. 

Al was feeling his jaw. “He slugged me for a lousy four dollars.” He 


turned on Harry. “You could’ve stopped him.” 

“My mother didn’t raise me to be a hero—for four dollars,” 

Al swore under his breath. “Guy musta been crazy.” He shot Harry a 
baleful glance. “If business is getting that tough—the price of gas is 
going up!” 

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Harry said thoughtfully. “Fill the tank, 
please.” 

Al’s gaze was suspicious. “Gimme some money first.” 


Harry extracted a ten dollar bill and handed it over. Al jammed the 
bill into his pocket, cranked the previous sale off the pump register 
and started to fill the sedan tank. 


Harry walked over. “You’d better be ready for more like our bald- 
headed friend. Since the—” 


Al looked blank. “Since the what?” 
Harry changed the subject. “Where’s a good place to eat?” 


“Twelve miles down the road. Herm’s Hideaway. Not bad—if you 
like grease. Say, what’s happened, anyhow?” 

“My change, please. We’re in a great hurry.” 

When they were once again rolling toward the city, Harry said, “If 
only we didn’t have the trailer. We could make much better time.” 

More cars were whipping toward them now. 


Ann sat with her eyes closed, murmuring over and over, “I just can’t 
believe it.” 


For several miles Harry had been trying to frame what he knew he 
would have to say. “Ann, listen to me—” 


“What is it, Harry?” she asked dully. 

“We can’t go back.” 

Ann was shocked. “But my mother. She’s in L.A. She may be—” 

“I don’t think we can help her.” From a corner of his eye Harry 
noticed a tear curve across Ann’s cheek. 

“We have to go back, Harry. We have to.” 

Harry made his voice gentle. “If the wind wasn’t from the north, 
we'd be hitting fallout by now.” He swallowed, his hands gripping the 
wheel rim with such intensity they ached. “Not only fallout—there’ll 
be looting and worse.” 

For the first time he thought of these two attractive women in his 
family, his wife, his daughter, in relation to the male survivors in a 
world gone mad. Harry felt cold. 

“Harry,” Ann was saying, “the authorities will prevent looting—” 

“How do we know there is any authority?” 


“How do we know anything?” Ann put a hand to her eyes. 

“We can start with one basic fact—us. We're still alive—and others 
like us. ‘X’ number of people facing a situation we’re not conditioned 
to meet.” Harry took a deep breath. And suddenly it was Anzio all 
over again. Only this time he was not alone. This time the terror 
enveloped his whole family. It was up to him. 

In the back seat Karen had been numbly flipping the pages of a 
movie magazine. She said suddenly, “Dad, what about Grandma? Do 
you mean we just forget all about her—” 


Even though Harry suspected the enormity of their situation hadn’t 
reached Karen as yet, the accusation that he would abandon Ann’s 
mother trigger his temper. 

“Cut it out!” he shouted back at her. “I didn’t ask for this, did I? You 
act as if I’m to blame.” 


The outburst brought a sob of protest from Ann. “I agree with 
Karen. We just can’t—” Her voice ended in a scream. 


But Harry already had observed the reason for her frightened cry. A 
car was approaching them on a long straightaway at high speed. A big 
unwieldy sedan roared out to pass the first car at an even higher rate 
of speed, coming directly toward them. Harry pulled on the wheel, hit 
the trailer brakes. He felt the drag of the trailer. It swerved and for 
one terrible moment he thought it would jacknife and carry them into 
a deep wooded canyon on their right. As the two cars bore down, 
Harry veered far over on the shoulder. Three cars nearly abreast on a 
two-lane road. His wrists strained against the shock of the steering 
wheel. The trailer brakes took hold, slowing them. He eased on the car 
brakes. The two cars went whipping past them, with only inches to 
spare. Harry felt a drop of cold sweat roll down his back. 

When they had gone Harry eased sedan and trailer back onto the 
road. Karen was peering through the rear window. “What’s the matter 
with everyone?” 

“Panic, Sis.” Rick said. “They’re panicking.” 

Harry caught Ann looking at him. He nodded grimly in 
confirmation. “Panic it is. We’ll never make it back to L.A. You can see 
that now, can’t you?” 

Ann said nothing. She half-turned from him, staring out the 
window. 

Around the next turn they saw a mountain village, half a dozen 
buildings beyond a roadside restaurant with a sign that said: HERM’S 
HIDEAWAY TRUCKERS WELCOME. 

“We'd better have a bite to eat,” Harry said, and eased into the 
drive. 


“Do you really have to eat?” Ann said thinly. “Why can’t we just 
keep going?” 

“T have to talk to somebody.” He gave her a worried glance. “Don’t 
you understand?” When she made no reply, he added, “There’s a 
phone here. You can call—” 


He pulled into the lot where some two dozen cars were parked at 
odd angles, ignoring the white lines painted on the asphalt. The café 
was crowded. It smelled of grease. Two harrassed waitresses shouted 
orders at a perspiring fry cook wearing dirty whites. The counter was 
filled and so were the booths and tables. 


A line had formed and a weary hostess told Harry there would be a 
short wait. Harry looked around. There was something awesome 
about the place. Some of the customers sat numbly, staring with 
vacant eyes. Some wore sports clothes. Two were in bathrobes. A 
woman with a dark part in her bleached hair kept wiping her eyes 
with the front of her muu-muu. Some of the customers ate ravenously, 
as if expecting this to be their final meal on earth. Others whispered in 
strained voices. A woman sobbed hysterically. 

One of the waitresses pushed a platter of sugared rolls at the fry 
cook. “Make ’em hot!” 


A drunk at a nearby table swore when the waitress set coffee and 
toast before him. 


“T said eggs!” he blurted. “Where’s my eggs?” 


Everybody was looking. “No more eggs,” 
writing out his check. 

“The menu said eggs.” 

“I know, but we’re out.” 

“This joint stinks!” 

“You’re no bargain either.” The waitress was moving away through 
the crowd. 

Ann gripped Harry’s arm. “I can’t stand this place.” Her voice was 
shaking. “Let’s get out of here!” 

Harry nodded toward a bank of phones beyond the cashier’s 
counter. “TIl stay in line. You go and try to get your mother.” 

As Ann hurried away Harry noted that Rick was bent over a rack, 
trying to read yesterday’s newspaper. If only we could turn back to 
yesterday, Harry thought dismally. No panic, no death— 

A chunky, red-faced man in front of Harry in the line, turned. 
“Gotta light?” he asked. 


Harry handed him a packet of matches and the man prepared to 
light a half-smoked cigar. 


the waitress snapped, 


Harry said, “You from L.A.?” 
“Chatsworth,” the stranger grunted. 
Harry said confidentially, “How was it?” 


As the man puffed his cigar alight he lifted an eyebrow. “You 
weren’t there—when it happened?” 


“No. You see, we were—” 


“Tt was bad, real bad. First blast woke me up. Went outside. First 
one hit the Civic Center, I think. San Pedro and the Long Beach harbor 
went up about the same time. I heard the others were San Diego and 
Frisco.” The man shrugged, as if bored with retelling what had 
obviously become a stale story to him. 


The door of the nearest phone booth was open. Harry heard Ann say 
to the operator, “I see. No, thanks, IIl try later.” 


He saw her sag against the glass wall of the booth. She had not 
replaced the receiver. It swung from its cord like a pendulum. 


The stranger returned Harry’s matches. 
Harry said, “It’s hard to accept—that it happened, I mean.” 
“You gotta accept it. What else?” 


Loud voices caused Harry to look toward the cashier’s counter. A 
customer angrily waved his check under her nose. 


“You mean two fifty for a stack and sausages?” he demanded 
indignantly. 

“That’s what it says,” the cashier told him. 

“The menu says a dollar ten.” 

“That was yesterday’s menu.” 

The customer, a spare man with thinning hair, viciously slammed 
the money on the counter. 

The cashier gave him a hard smile. “If you don’t like it, report me to 
the Better Business Bureau!” 

As he swung away from the counter, a waitress shouted, “Eighty-six 
on ham. Out of white bread too.” 

The chunky stranger in the line turned to Harry, cigar clenched in 
his teeth. “That’s my cue,” he said. 

“What cue?” Harry asked. 

“Same thing happened to me down the road. These little spots get 
used up pretty quick. People are pouring out of L.A. like lava out of a 
volcano.” 

“The second exodus of man,” Harry said bitterly. 

The man nodded. “Take my advice and skip the next couple of 
towns so you can keep ahead of them.” He waved at the crowded 


restaurant, then hurried out, trailing cigar smoke. 

Harry suddenly made up his mind. He relinquished his place in line 
and hurried to where Ann stood woodenly beside the phone booth. 

She looked up. “I couldn’t get through to Mother—” 

Harry took her arm, nodded to Rick and Karen that they were to 
follow, and went outside. The sun was warmly yellow against 
towering pines. Traffic had thickened. There was a frenzied honking 
of horns, a screech of tires. A car swung recklessly into the parking 
area, scraped the fender of a parked station wagon. The car went on. 

Harry said, “Ann, I want you to understand—” 

Without a word she removed his hand from her arm and stepped 
back. He felt something tear at him. He didn’t like the look in her 
eyes. An edge of hysteria? God, he hoped not. Don’t crack on me now, 
baby, he pleaded silently. 

“Ann, we’re going on the trip,” he said firmly. “Just as we planned.” 

For a moment she stared, uncomprehending. Then outrage tugged 
at her mouth. “The trip? Is that all you can think of?” 

“Tm thinking of one thing. For us all. Staying alive!” 


CHAPTER 
Three 


As cars of all sizes and shapes and ages pounded along the road in 
front of Herm’s Hideaway, Harry gently took Ann’s arm. He moved 
her toward the sedan where Rick and Karen were waiting. 


Ann tried to pull away. “My mother—” 


“Ann, we can’t get back to town—that’s upstream. We’ve got to stay 
ahead of the flood of people coming out of L.A. or we’ll go under.” 


Finally Ann seemed to wilt. “Harry, if you’re trying to frighten me, 
you’re wasting your time. I’m already frightened.” 


“That’s a safe way to be.” 

She closed her eyes. “But Mother is—” She couldn’t go on. 

“If your mother’s still alive,” Harry said evenly, “she’s on her way 
out of town.” 

Harry watched his wife’s face, hoping that his hard statement of fact 
would reach her. He halted, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You 
can see that even if we did get back, we’d accomplish nothing.” 

Ann made one last half-hearted attempt to convince herself. “Maybe 
things aren’t as bad as they’ve been pictured—” 


“Let’s face reality. A war has started, Ann. The military has its 
hands full. Things are bad and we don’t know for how long. For the 
next few weeks, survival will be on an individual basis. Right now, we 
have to have food—a way to protect that food. And a way to get more 
when it’s gone.” 

Ann wearily shook her head. “What do we do—write off the rest of 
the world?” 

“When civilization gets civilized again, Pll rejoin.” 

“T can’t agree with you,” Ann stated emphatically. “Civilization is 
still here—” 

“Is it?” Harry gestured at the traffic streaming from the direction of 
Los Angeles. “Keep your eyes on this civilization. Watch it come apart 
at its rotten seams.” His voice hardened. “Watch it dwindle down to a 
small hard core. And out of that core somebody has to start putting 
things back together again. I want that somebody to be us. Is that 
wrong? Is that immoral? Come on.” He hustled her toward the car. 

For a few steps she tried to hold back, glaring at him. But finally she 
let him help her into the sedan. Karen and Rick were already in the 
back seat. 


Rick started to say something, but Harry cut him off. “I’m going to 
try and make a run for it. Help me watch for an opening in the 
traffic.” 

“Sure, Dad—” 

With sedan and trailer, Harry had to wait until he had a cleared 
space to make a U-turn and head back into the mountains again. The 
added weight of the trailer would slow him considerably on the grade. 
At last Harry saw his chance and took it. Even though it appeared he 
had plenty of room, traffic came booming down on him as he swung 
into the highway. There was a screeching of brakes. Horns blasted in 
fury. A man leaned out, shouting obscenities. 

But at last they were headed in the right direction. Harry felt a little 
of the tension ease from his shoulders. He could use a drink. He 
thought longingly of the pinch bottle on the bar at home. Home. What 
was home now? Rubble? Any mark at all left where the Baldwins had 
resided on Kimberly Drive? How about Ed and Sue next door? And 
Mike Colter down the street, with the birthday set of golf clubs last 
week. And— Harry forced his mind away from Kimberly Drive. He 
had to keep his family alive in this world that all too soon would 
become a jungle. Nothing else mattered at all. 

Harry found his niche in the flow of traffic and held it. Cars 
screamed past him. Luckily there seemed to be no cars heading in the 
opposite direction or the carnage would have been terrible. Grimly he 
held to the wheel. 

“We'd better stock in some more food,” he said. “We’ll also need 
other things.” 

“We have a week’s supply in the trailer,” Ann reminded. 

Harry shook his head. “That’s not enough.” He was thankful that 
Ann, at least for the moment, seemed to have regained her composure. 

Rick asked, “What do you figure to do, Dad?” 

“Our best plan is to find a small, out-of-the-way market, where they 
aren’t quite sure what’s happened. The towns along the main roads 
will know.” A few hundred yards ahead he could see a country-road 
turnoff that angled off through some brush-covered hills. “We’ll try 
this one,” Harry said, and cut his speed. 

This caused another flurry of horn blowing behind them, as traffic 
began backing up. 

Karen peered at the road Harry intended taking. “I declare, now 
where are we going?” 

“She’s getting into one of her Bette Davis moods,” Rick said. 

“That’s enough, Rick,” Harry said over his shoulder. 

“Well, I’ve heard you and Mother both say that she—” 


Harry, dropping the drive lever into low, sent the sedan and trailer 
up a bumpy slant. He wanted to smile at what Rick had said. But it 
wasn’t a time for smiling. Sure, he and Ann had discussed Karen’s flair 
for imitation, her attempts to mold her own personality around those 
of the stars, whose mythical lives so dominated the pages of the movie 
magazines she read. It had worried them at times, Harry had to admit. 
As much as Rick joining the hot-rod club last year had worried them. 
Small worries now, he thought. So unimportant with the world 
incinerating around them. 

A sign nailed to a fence post said: Mountain View Two MILES. 
COTTAGES By DAY WEEK OR MONTH. FISHING INFORMATION. 


“Mountain View,” Karen said in a bored voice. “That sounds so dee- 
lightful.” 

Harry started to say something, then caught his daughter’s 
reflection in the mirror. He’d been wrong. Karen did realize what was 
happening. She was trying to keep up her nerve by being flippant. But 
in her eyes was such a haunting fear that it tore at his heart. 


CHAPTER 
Four 


ONLY FOUR business establishments comprised the mercantile district of 
Mountain View. Upslope through the pines, Harry glimpsed some 
cottages. None of the stores seemed open yet. Still too early for 
business in a hamlet of this size, Harry reflected. He pulled car and 
trailer up in front of Hogan’s Grocery. 

Harry stepped out, crossed a boardwalk and stood for a moment 
under a wooden overhang, designed to protect summer loafers from 
the sun. The street was deserted. A bushy-haired dog, gnawing a bone 
in front of ED JOHNSON, HARDWARE, was the only sign of life. 

Harry tried the door of the grocery. It was locked. He rattled the 
knob, then peered through the fly-specked glass. He could see shelves 
of canned goods, sacks of flour and meal. He pounded on the door. 
There was no answer. He stepped back, noticing a sign above the 
door: STORE Hours 9-5. 

He was about to turn away when he heard a sound from the store. 
Peering again through the window he saw a fat man with tousled gray 
hair appear from a door at the rear of the store. The man shuffled up 
to fix Harry with a baleful eye. He opened the door a crack on a night 
chain. 

“Pm Hogan, who’re you? A policeman or something? You must 
think you are, pounding on a man’s door at this hour—” 

“Hogan, listen to me,” Harry said through the door. “Pd like to buy 
some groceries.” 

Hogan pointed to the sign above the door. “Business starts at nine— 
stops at five. Now go ’way and leave—” 

“What do you gross between nine and five?” 

Hogan squinted. “Couple hundred, maybe. Why?” 

“How’d you like to do that in half an hour?” 

Hogan flipped the catch off the night chain, opened the door wide. 
“Come in! Come in!” He rubbed his hands gleefully. “Two hundred 
dollars. That’s the kind of music I like to hear.” 

Turning, Harry beckoned for Rick and Karen to join him. They 
hurried into the store. Ann remained in the car. 

Hogan put his hands flat on the counter. “All right, Mister. You 
name it. lIl explain why I ain’t got it.” He chuckled, enjoying his own 
joke. 


“You’re pretty chipper this morning,” Harry observed. 
“Ain’t every day I start up with a customer like you.” 
“Good. Then you’re ready to deal.” 

“Ready as a crouched cat.” 


While Harry began to call off the items they would need, Rick and 
Karen helped Hogan pile the ordered goods on a counter. 


“And we'll need a bag of flour,” Harry went on. “Make that two 
bags. Big ones. Two pounds of baking soda—” 


Hogan gave him a speculative glance. “Startin’ a bakery?” 

“Yeah. Dozen pounds of coffee, ten pounds of sugar. Four pounds of 
salt.” He looked around at an empty refrigerated case at one side of 
the store. “No fresh meat?” 

“No money in it,” Hogan said shortly. 

“How about canned meats?” 

“Down to a few cans. You can have what’s left.” 

“Well, that’ll have to do, I guess.” Harry saw Karen wander up with 
two six-packs of Coke and a bottle of apple juice. Harry shook his 
head. “Can’t use liquids, Karen. Get a dozen jars of honey—a lot of 
candy bars.” 

“But, Dad—” Karen saw that he was serious and returned the items 
to the shelf. 

“Let’s have a big bag of dried beans. Rick, give Hogan a hand.” 

The pile of goods increased on the counter. Hogan, bedroom 
slippers flapping on the unswept floor, scurried about, picking up the 
items Harry named. 

“How about eggs?” Hogan said over his shoulder. “Got nice fresh 
ones—” 

“Too hard to store. Get some canned fruit. Oh, and we need 
condensed milk and a big can of shortening.” 

Harry ran a practiced eye over the supplies, adding cans of sardines, 
boxes of crackers, cans of soup. While Rick helped load the stuff in 
cardboard boxes, Harry tried to think if he had forgotten anything. 

Hogan leaned against the counter, puffing at the unaccustomed 
exertion. “Anything else?” he asked hopefully. 

“T think that ought to do it. Wait. Get some matches and candles.” 

“How about soap, Dad?” Rick asked. 

“Good boy. A dozen bars, Hogan.” 

Hogan was adding up the bill, Harry checking the figures over his 
shoulder. Even though Hogan was benefitting from the unexpected 
early-morning order, he couldn’t keep his small-town nose from 
prying. 


“Say, what you figure to do with so many candles?” 


“Haven’t you ever heard of a candlelight restaurant? Well, we plan 
to open one.” 


Hogan frowned, chewing that over in his mind. “How about all that 
soap? You figure to make your customers shower, before you let ’em 
eat?” Hogan cackled, pleased at his own joke. 


“We’re just going into the hills to rough it for a while.” 


“For a while?” Hogan looked at the boxes of supplies Rick was 
carrying outside. “For the rest of your lives looks like.” 


Harry gave him a strange look. “Could be. It just could be.” 


“You talk kinda funny. You sure do. But I like your money.” Hogan 
squinted at the bill. “That’ll be one hundred and ninety-two dollars 
and sixty-three cents!” 


Harry started to correct him, then thought, what the hell? At a time 
like this? He laid a sheaf of bills out on the counter, added some 
change. 


Hogan swept it into a rusted old-fashioned register. “Mister, I 
appreciate this business.” 

“T not only leave you with that money. But also some good advice.” 

“Long’s I ain’t bound to take it.” 

“Lock up the store, take all the merchandise you can carry, and hide 
it.” 

Hogan’s jaw fell. He backed up, giving Harry an odd look. 

“Pm not nuts,” Harry assured him. 

“Can’t sell goods if you got ’em hid. That’s sure crazy.” 

“Have it your own way. I gave you some advice. But like you said— 
you ain’t bound to take it.” 

“Sure there ain’t something else I can sell you?” 

“Hardware store open yet?” 

Hogan checked his watch. “Not yet. I can hustle Ed down for you. 
Good friend of mine. He’ll be here before you finish loading that 
stuff.” 

“Would you call him, please?” 

“You pay for the call?” 

Grimacing in disgust, Harry flipped a coin on the counter. Hogan 
scooped it up, padded over to a wall phone. Harry shifted a load of 
canned goods to his shoulder and carried it outside. 

Waiting until he was out the door, Hogan said breathlessly into the 
phone. “Ed? Get down to the store right away. Some loony in here just 
bought two hundred dollars’ worth of food. Yeah—two hundred— 
cash. Now he’s lookin’ for a hardware store. Thought of you. Figured 


it might be worth five per cent of what he buys. He don’t even check 
the adding—Okay—T’ll tell him you'll be right along.” 

Hogan smiled, stepped to the door and gave Harry the word. Harry 
nodded this thanks. Then Hogan locked his door and moved to the 
rear of the store again. Probably to count his money or finish his 
sleep, Harry thought as he and Rick stowed the last of the supplies in 
the trailer. 

As Harry was locking the trailer door he saw that traffic had picked 
up considerably. A car, out of control, hit some loose dirt at the edge 
of the street. With a screeching of rubber it swapped ends. However, 
the driver, shaken up a little, then went banging out of town as if bent 
on breaking all records for mountain driving. Most of the cars on the 
narrow road were traveling too fast for safety. 

Harry looked worried. “Main roads must be clogged. They’re 
starting to fan out this way.” 

Ann leaned out the car window. “What are we waiting for, Harry?” 

“The man from the hardware store.” 

“What in the world do we need there?” 

“Some tools—guns—ammunition.” 

“We've got all that stuff at home—” 

Harry cut in sharply, “This isn’t home and— Well, there’s some 
question whether we still have a home.” 

Rick turned his back as if suddenly overwhelmed by what had 
happened. 

Ann, noticing their son’s reaction, whispered, “Poor Rick. He’s so 
young. It’s so hard for them to realize—” 


A white half-ton pickup truck, bearing the sign, ED JOHNSON, 
HARDWARE, came down a narrow track through the pines, raising a 
great gout of dust. It pulled up in front of a building down the street. 

Ed Johnson swung down, peered at the sedan and trailer parked in 
front of Hogan’s. “Must be them,” he told his attractive wife, who was 
behind the wheel. “I suppose I should’ve told Hogan what’s happened 
in L.A. But when he mentioned five per cent— The greedy bastard, let 
him find out for himself.” 

Pearl Johnson was biting her lips. She was a redhead, with a 
sprinkling of freckles across her nose. In plaid shirt and jeans she 
looked more like a high school senior than Ed’s thirty-five-year-old 
wife. Ed was a year older, tall, lank, usually easy-going. 

“Now don’t worry,” Johnson told her as he settled the heels of the 
mountain boots firmly in the dust. “I’ll handle everything—” 


“Tm going home and pack some things,” she said worriedly. “We’re 
not staying here, that’s for certain.” 

“Pearl, we’re a long way from L.A. We got nothing to worry about. 
Besides the reports may be exaggerated—” 

“T don’t feel right about staying, Ed. I’m scared.” 

“We'll talk about it tonight.” Leaning in, he kissed his wife. She 
drove off and he crossed over and unlocked his store. He could see the 
trailer and sedan pulling up in front. 

From the window Ed Johnson looked over the occupants of the Ford 
sedan. In the front seat was a good-looking blonde. The aristocratic 
type, he thought. You didn’t get many like that up here. Then a tall 
girl stepped from the rear of the car. He saw a boy with the girl now, 
a rawboned youngster. Probably her brother. Both kids trying not to 
look scared. Their old man, an efficient looking guy. Probably in his 
forties. An executive, from the looks of him. He was giving orders to 
his family. But as the man entered the store, Ed could see that he was 
as whipped with fear as the rest of them. It was just something you 
sensed. But you’d never know it from the cool way he looked you in 
the eye and said, “I’d like to buy some supplies.” 


CHAPTER 
Five 


IN THE SMALL cluttered store Harry made short work of telling Johnson 
the items he wanted. Johnson, who had introduced himself to Harry, 
seemed eager to oblige. Within ten minutes Harry, with Rick’s help, 
was checking over the supplies. On the floor were three shovels, a 
pickaxe, six five-gallon gasoline cans. He picked out three traps for 
small game. Rabbits or most anything, if food got low. 

Smaller items littered the counter, such as boxes of ammunition, a 
compass. Harry tried the balance of a shotgun Ed Johnson produced. 
He liked the feel of it and placed the weapon beside two rifles he had 
already picked out. 

“Now let me see your hand guns,” Harry said. 

Johnson drew a tray of hand guns from beneath the counter. He 
picked up one of the weapons and gave it to Harry. 

“Don’t carry many of these. This forty-five is magnesium, light as a 
feather.” 

Harry hefted it, checked the action. Rick was looking on, excitement 
in his dark blue eyes. Smiling a little, Harry let Rick test it. 

“TIl take it,” Harry told Johnson. Then he nudged Rick, who seemed 
entranced with the feel of the gun. “Take some of the stuff out, while 
Johnson adds up the bill.” 

Rick, disappointed at having to relinquish the .45, began carrying 
out some of the purchases. 

Johnson figured the bill, stuck the stub of a yellow pencil behind his 
ear. “Where you going, Mr. Baldwin?” 

“Up north.” 

“Hear action is good around Clinton way.” 

Harry looked startled, tried to cover it. Clinton was exactly the area 
where he intended to take his family. Johnson pushed the bill across 
the counter. 

“Comes to four hundred and twenty-seven dollars and sixy-six cents. 
Make it four twenty even.” 

Rick was lugging out another load as Harry took his wallet from a 
hip pocket. He removed some bills and his checkbook. 

“Johnson, IIl give you half cash and a check for the balance.” 


“Okay. Two hundred will cover the other stuff and hold the guns 
until you pick them up, day after tomorrow. I don’t take out-of-town 


checks.” 

Harry’s mouth tightened. “Day after tomorrow! I want them now.” 

Johnson shook his head. “You could take the rifles and shotgun—if 
you had cash to pay for ’em. Hand guns have to clear ballistics with 
police. State law.” 

With a shaking hand Harry tossed his driver’s license on the counter 
beside his checkbook. While Johnson eyed the license indifferently, 
Harry turned away. He surreptitiously slipped a cartridge from one of 
the ammunition boxes and into the magazine of a rifle. 

Trying to keep his voice calm, Harry said, “As you can see, I’m over 
twenty-one and never convicted of a felony—” 

Johnson looked up from the license on the counter. “Look, I don’t 
make the law. The license isn’t enough—” 

“Is this enough?” Harry demanded. He stepped back, working the 
lever action of the rifle, and heard the shell click into place. 

“It’s just about enough,” Johnson answered wryly. 

“Now give me a receipt for the cash.” 

Johnson’s eyes thinned. “This isn’t a holdup?” 

“No.” 

“How about the balance?” 

“TIl owe it to you. Now write out the receipt.” 

Johnson eyed the rifle centered on his chest, then wrote out the 
receipt. Apparently cowed, Johnson came around the end of the 
counter to extend the yellow slip of paper. When Harry lowered the 
rifle to reach for it, Johnson sprang. Before Harry could bring the rifle 
up, Johnson smashed him on the chin. Harry felt an explosion inside 
his skull. The earth began to slide out from under his feet. As he went 
down he tried to ram the rifle butt against Johnson’s throat. But he 
lost his grip on the weapon and it clattered to the floor. 

As Harry desperately tried to hang on, Johnson slugged him again. 
Harry stumbled, caught Johnson around the waist. Both men fell, 
knocking over a stack of plastic camp buckets. Dazed by the punch 
that had caught him off guard, Harry realized he could not recover 
sufficiently to defend himself. 

Johnson kicked free of Harry’s arms, and tried to rise. Harry flung 
himself against the man’s knees. Johnson went down. 

It was then, as they crashed together again that Harry glimpsed his 
son in the doorway. 

“Rick!” Harry gasped, as Johnson drove a fist into his ribs. “The 
rifle!” 

Rick didn’t have to be told twice. He leaped on the fallen weapon 


and shoved it against Johnson’s back. 

“Were in a big hurry, sir,” Rick said with deadly politeness. 

The pressure of the gun against his spine caused Johnson to look 
around at Rick. Slowly he climbed to his feet. The front of his short 
was torn. 

Harry got up, trying to catch his breath. Mechanically he rubbed his 
jaw, felt the soreness. 

“Cover me, Rick,” Harry grunted, and, limping over to the counter, 
scooped up rifles, hand gun and the balance of the supplies. “Johnson, 
I owe you two hundred dollars.” 

Johnson’s wind-burned face was livid. “In my book you’re just a 
thug.” 

As father and son backed to the door, Harry said, “Rick, if he does 
anything stupid—shoot.” 

Harry moved swiftly to the trailer and stowed the extra guns and 
supplies. Locking the door he turned. The hum of traffic seemed 
intensified. He saw that Rick was backing out of the hardware store, 
rifle steady. Johnson stood in the doorway, hands half-raised, glaring. 

Rick kept the hardware merchant covered until Harry had the car in 
gear. Then, with the outfit moving slowly away from the store, Harry 
shouted for Rick to get in. Rick clambered into the rear seat. By this 
time Harry found a slot in the traffic and left Mountain View behind. 

Since their return from the store neither Ann nor Karen had spoken. 
Karen seemed stunned. Ann sat in the front seat, arms folded, hardly 
glancing at several cars piled up in a ditch. Too much speed on a 
thoroughfare engineered for fifty miles an hour. 

Harry said, “Ann, I’m sorry you had to see that, but—” 

“T’ve lived with you for twenty years. I thought I knew you. But you 
turn out to be a stranger.” 

“Ann, you don’t understand—” 

“Robbing and mauling people, like some kind of a cheap hoodlum.” 

“We're fighting for our lives. The main highways are completely 
choked and they’re spreading out on every road—” Harry drew a deep 
breath. His ribs were sore where Johnson had hit him. “It hasn’t sunk 
in yet, has it? Every footpath will be crawling with men who say, ‘No 
matter what, I’m going to live.’ That’s what I’m saying, too. My family 
must survive.” 

“Intelligent people just don’t turn their backs on the rest of the 
world.” 

“Under these conditions intelligent people will be the first to try.” 

“Getting your son to hold a gun on a man,” she accused. 


“Ann, will you knock it off?” Harry said tiredly. 

Rick, holding the rifle across his lap, said, “We’re on our own, 
Mother. No rules, no regulations, and no law.” 

Something in his son’s voice alarmed Harry. He said sharply, “Don’t 
write off the law, it will come back.” He sighed. “I want us to be 
around when it does.” 

Rick soberly considered his father’s words. Beside him, Karen again 
had tried to shut herself away by scanning a movie magazine. 

Ann’s pretty face was pale. She barely saw the increasing number of 
wrecked and abandoned cars that littered each side of the road. 

Because of Harry’s extra load most of the cars passed their sedan 
and trailer. Only the trucks were slower. 


He was just beginning to relax a little after the encounter with 
Johnson when a compact Buick came screaming up on his left, cut in 
too soon. It caught the left front fender of the sedan with such force 
Harry felt the wheel almost torn out of his hands. Under the impact 
both cars reeled dangerously from one side of the narrow bumpy road 
to the other. The driver of the smaller car, a short-haired woman, 
unlighted cigarette between her lips, was fighting the wheel. 

Harry felt the heavy trailer whip behind the sedan. The shock could 
snap the hitch. He groaned. But the hitch held, despite the stress. He 
managed to slow. The small Buick went barrelling down the road. 

Removing one hand from the wheel, Harry wiped his perspiring face 
with a handkerchief. His knees were shaking. 


Rick said, “Want me to drive, Dad?” 


“Later, maybe. I don’t dare stop now. A major accident could block 
this road any minute.” 


They crawled along, the motor straining. Cars continued to pass 
them, but none hooked in as the driver of the Buick had done. The 
blowing of horns increased behind them. Desperation seemed stamped 
on every face. 


As they crested a grade Harry saw a crumpled car. To the right of 
the road it lay upside down, wheels still spinning. Rick pointed, “Dad, 
look! It’s the crate that almost wrecked us.” 

“I know,” Harry said grimly. 

Ann turned to him in surprise when he continued driving. “My God, 
Harry. Aren’t you going to stop?” 

“We've got to get away from here.” 

Karen leaned forward. “Maybe we could help that woman—” 


Ann put a hand on the door handle. “It was a woman in that car, 
Harry. I saw her.” 


They were abreast of the wreck when Harry said, “Ann, it’s 
ourselves we’ve got to think about now.” 


Ann’s mouth shook and she opened the door. “I’m getting out of this 
car!” 

Harry swore under his breath. Ann’s reckless gesture forced him to 
jam on the brakes. Ann, still in her state of shock, might jump. The 
moment car and trailer came to a stop on the shoulder, Ann was out, 
running back toward the wreck. Drawing the .45 from his belt, Harry 
hurried to join her. 

As he caught up, Ann was slowing at the side of the wrecked Buick. 
She stood rigid, peering at an object beyond the car. Traffic poured 
by, nearly choking the two lanes. 

Harry saw that his wife stared at something on the ground. The 
short-haired woman lay a few feet away, crushed into the loam by the 
car that had flung her out. Ann put a shaking hand to her mouth. For 
an instant Harry thought she would be ill. 

But she seemed to recover, although her face was completely 
without color. Harry helped her back to the car. He told Rick to get in 
front. He handed Ann into the rear seat beside Karen. 


“Was it bad?” Rick asked, when they were rolling again. 

“Her head was crushed.” He asked Rick to light him a cigarette. The 
smoke drawn into his lungs helped a little. 

The hours ground slowly past. Harry flipped the radio on. “Should 
be a broadcast soon.” 


Rick was staring at the gas gauge. “We’re getting low on gas.” 


Harry nodded. “I know. I want to fill the cans, too. Next station we 
reach. If we can find one soon—” 


A radio announcer’s voice burst from the speaker: “Ladies and 
gentlemen, here are your latest War Bulletins. The extent of the 
damage has not yet been evaluated. The country is under martial law 
until further notice. We have retaliated in kind but results are not yet 
available.” 


The radio crackled again. “Those of you who have shelters are 
advised to stay there. Others are warned to evacuate metropolitan 
areas until the degree of fallout can be determined. Take enough 
uncontaminated food and water to last a minimum of two weeks. Do 
not attempt to locate friends or relatives. 

“Your duty now is to stay alive. There are unconfirmed reports of 
looting. Proceed with caution and good judgment. Re-organization of 
military and local law enforcement will take time, but is inevitable.” 

The announcer signed off the station, saying they would return later 
with more bulletins. In two hours, to be exact. 


Two hours. For one hundred and twenty minutes they would be 
isolated—at least so far as the rest of the battered world was 
concerned. 


CHAPTER 
Six 


CRAVEN’S SUPER SERVICE was five miles from the nearest town. Most 
customers would agree what little service there was seemed far from 
super. Sam Craven devoted a goodly portion of each day to cursing 
the business opportunities salesman, who had convinced him that a 
man in business for himself was to be envied. 

The minute Harry pulled into the station and saw Craven at the 
pumps he disliked his looks. Craven had the face of a weasel with an 
eye to match. But liking or disliking a man, Harry thought, was really 
beside the point in an emergency such as this. He ordered the sedan 
filled and also the extra gasoline cans he had purchased in Mountain 
View. 

When the last can was full of gas and Rick had stowed it in the rear 
deck of the sedan, Craven idly glanced at the register on the pump. 

“Thirty gallons. That’ll be ninety dollars.” 

Harry’s mouth dropped open. “Ninety dollars!” he cried. “Are you 
kidding?” 

Craven looked smug. “You heard right. Ninety bucks.” 

Harry pointed at a sign on the pump. “Twenty-nine and nine-tenths 
cents a gallon. That comes to about nine dollars, the way I figure it.” 

Nonchalantly Craven ripped the sign from the pump, and tossed it 
into a waste can. “Didn’t have time to change it yet. It’s three dollars a 
gallon now.” 

“Why the raise in price?” Harry demanded. 

“Folks are willin’ to pay it. They been payin’ it right along. They say 
L.A.’s bombed out.” 

Harry frowned. “I—I don’t have ninety dollars.” 

Craven allowed a smile to cross his thin mouth. “I’m a reasonable 
man. Don’t have to be money exactly.” 

“What do you mean?” Harry cried in a strained voice, for he noticed 
the man looking Ann and Karen over in the rear seat. 

But Craven wasn’t interested in females. “Might settle for some 
jewelry.” He gestured at the thin strap watch Harry wore. “Watch 
might do for part of it. Make you a deal on the trailer. Ain’t much use 
if you got no gas to pull it with.” 

Harry turned away as if to reach for his wallet. “You don’t leave me 
much choice.” 


Craven’s eye was on Harry’s left hand. He didn’t see the right whip 
into a short arc. But he felt it. The blow caught him flush on the jaw 
and dumped him to the ground, where he lay without moving. 

Ann’s shocked voice spilled from the car. “Harry, how could you!” 

Rick seemed impressed. “Good wallop, Dad.” 

Harry swallowed. His hand hurt. Opening his wallet, he removed 
nine dollars and put it on top of the cash box. He weighted the money 
with an oil can. 

When Rick started to get into the front seat, Harry shook his head. 
“Into the trailer. Ann, you and Karen, too.” 

They protested, but Harry was adamant. “It’s going to get rough 
from now on. Rick, I may need you to cover me.” 

“See what you mean, Dad.” 

“If I stop the car for any reason, get your hands on a weapon.” 

“Just like TV,” Rick grinned. 

“Now don’t get trigger-happy. But don’t be gun-shy either. If you 
have to—shoot!” 

Rick nodded soberly. Harry saw his family into the trailer, then 
closed the door on them. As he started for the car he glanced at 
Craven, inert on the asphalt, one arm lying in a pool of spilled oil. 
Harry’s bruised knuckles banged the door as he got in. He swore 
under his breath. Today he had hit two men. Ed Johnson and now this 
gouger who jacked the price of gasoline to three dollars a gallon. 

It was the first time he had used his fists since the war when one of 
Harry’s friends had been insulted by another non-com, a newcomer to 
the outfits, who said, “I don’t figure to eat next to no black bastard.” 

Harry started driving again. He felt alone, depressed with his family 
back there in the trailer. But it was their own safety that concerned 
him. It crossed his mind that in California it was illegal to carry 
passengers in a house trailer. He wanted to hoot with laughter. Most 
everything people were doing this day was illegal. 

Much later Harry found another cutoff. This one was partially 
screened by trees. The fact he was going slower than the rest of the 
escapees enabled him to spot it. Even though this side road seemed 
practically deserted, others had found it before him. He passed two 
wrecked cars. 

Some of the tension began to ease off. And then he saw something 
in the road ahead that sent a flicker of apprehension down his spine. It 
looked like a group of men in the road, but he couldn’t be sure. 
Finally as he neared, he could see eight or ten men some distance 
ahead, variously armed with guns, clubs. One held a pitchfork. They 
stood in front of a makeshift roadblock constructed of tree branches, 


fence posts, a stack of barrels and a junked tractor. 

Because he didn’t want to close in until he knew their intentions, 
Harry stopped fifty yards away. Stepping halfway out of the car, he 
used the open front door as a shield. He rested his rifle significantly 
on the sill of the open window and waited for them to make a move. 

He and the group stared at each other for a few moments. 

“Rick,” Harry called. “I think we need a show of strength.” 

Rick eased out of the trailer, rifle under his arm. He came up to take 
a position behind the other sedan door. The silence thinned out. The 
men began a cautious approach. When they were twenty feet away, 
Harry shouted a warning. 

“Far enough! One of you come over.” 

The men halted. He saw them hastily confer as they chose a 
spokesman. A tall, rawboned man approached, right hand half raised 
to show he was unarmed. 

When the man was even with the front fender Harry motioned him 
to halt. “That’s close enough, friend.” 

The man obeyed, looking warily from the rifle Harry gripped to the 
one held by Rick behind the other door. 

“Don’t worry, Mister,” the man said. “I don’t aim to get no closer to 
you than I have to.” 

“Why is the road blocked?” Harry demanded. 

“We don’t figure to let any of you L.A. people in our town,” the man 
said stoutly. “We don’t want trouble.” 

“We're not here to give you trouble.” 

“Stranger, you just turn around and head back.” 

“Listen to me. All we want is to go through. We won’t stop.” 

“Yeah, that’s what some of the others said. Before they left town 
they busted up our drugstore, an’ damn near killed the owner. You’re 
goin’ to have to double back.” 

Harry recognized a stubborn defiance in this mountain man. These 
people intended to protect their town. And yet he had his own family 
to consider. 

Harry gave a vast sigh. “You win. I guess there’s nothing to do but 
give in.” 

“That shows some sense.” The man seemed almost apologetic as he 
backed away. “I’m sorry, Mister, but we got to look out for ourselves. 
You understand.” 

“Sure. I understand.” 

Harry got in under the wheel, put the rifle on the floorboard. 
Gesturing Rick to his side, he whispered, “You ride with me in front.” 


“You really goin’ to turn back, Dad?” 

“No,” Harry said hoarsely. “We started for Shibe’s Meadow. That’s 
still our destination.” 

Rick’s young face was flushed with excitement. “What’re we waiting 
for then?” 

“When I start toward them, fire a shot over their heads. I’m hoping 
that’ll throw them off balance.” 

“Okay, Dad.” Rick leaned out the open window, rifle ready. 

The men had returned to the barricade, and were talking among 
themselves, as if the matter had been settled. They turned to watch as 
Harry gunned the motor, expecting him to swing trailer and sedan in a 
tight turn. But their expressions changed when the car, instead of 
heading back down the mountain, surged toward their barricade. A 
shot from Rick’s rifle ten feet above their heads scattered them like 
frightened quail. 

Harry was feeding all the gas the powerful motor would take. As he 
roared toward the barrier, he picked what he considered to be the 
weakest spot, the pile of barrels. 

“Keep your head down!” Harry yelled. “Some of it may come 
through the windshield!” 


CHAPTER 
Seven 


As Rick braced himself Harry uttered a silent prayer that Ann and 
Karen would be all right in the trailer. Then he was smashing into the 
barrels. Some splintered, others went spinning off the road. A man 
yelled. Car and trailer ripped through the narrow opening. A gun spat 
at them. Then another, the bullet cutting a furrow across the hood. 

They careened along the main street of a village. People on the 
walks glared. A small boy hurled a rock that missed. They swung past 
the wreckage of the drugstore, skirted an overturned car. 

As they left the town behind, Rick grinned with excitement. Jerking 
a thumb at the trailer, he said, “I bet the women are shook up.” 

“We’ll stop as soon as we can,” Harry muttered, eying the rear view 
mirror to see if any pursuit developed. But none did. The front of his 
shirt was damp with sweat. 

When the road steepened, Harry was forced to drop into low gear. 
He made the grade, and the road flattened out across a mesa. Cattle 
grazed in the distance, miniatures against a toy whitewashed barn. 
Because he was afraid some of the villagers might overcome their 
surprise and give chase at long last, Harry decided to keep on going. 

“Try and see if your mother and Karen are all right,” he told Rick. 

The boy scrambled over into the back seat. He pounded on the rear 
window to get their attention. Harry looked around, saw his wife and 
daughter in the trailer window, waving to indicate they had not been 
injured in the wild crashing of the roadblock. 

Harry took a deep breath, exhaled with a vast relief. So far so good. 
He was the only casualty and that was minor; a sore jaw and ribs from 
Ed Johnson’s fists. That encounter with the hardware merchant had 
been close. If Rick hadn’t appeared with the rifle— 

It was over an hour before Harry finally stopped and got out to 
stretch his cramped legs. Then he and Rick studied a map spread out 
on the hood of the car. 

Harry traced their route with a forefinger. “This road we’re on 
parallels the main highway for a good many miles. We may have 
trouble crossing, with everybody fleeing L.A.” 

“Do we have to cross it, Dad?” 

Harry nodded grimly. “First intersection is about thirty miles away.” 
Harry glanced at the sky. The sun was leaning far in the west. “I was 


hoping to make it before dark.” 

He folded the map, smoked a cigarette. Ann and Karen were pacing 
the shoulder of the deserted road, to ease muscles that were cramped 
from long hours in the car and trailer. They seemed weary, but 
bearing up. 

Just as he was about to give the order to move out again, he was 
alerted by the whine of a high-speed motor. From the sound he knew 
a speeding car approached from the direction of the town they had 
just left. 

“Into the trailer, all of you!” he shouted, and jammed the folded 
map into his hip pocket. 

Karen was reluctant to leave so soon. “Oh, come now, Dad. You 
can’t be serious.” 

“T am serious,” he snapped, and gave Rick a shove toward the 
trailer. “Get them inside. Quick!” 

The sound of the car was nearer. Just around a bend in the road, 
Harry decided. Making sure his family was out of sight, Harry 
pretended to be checking the hitch of the trailer. He stood at the edge 
of the road, head tilted, watching for the car from a corner of his eye. 

It came sweeping around the bend, far to the right, left rear wheel 
throwing up a gout of dust on the shoulder. But the driver was an 
expert. He straightened it out. Then he must have seen Harry, for he 
slowed a little. Three men in the front seat peered at Harry through a 
dirty windshield. 

The car came on, veered toward him. The three men were laughing. 
For one awful moment Harry thought they were going to deliberately 
run him down. 

Desperately he jumped out of the path of the car, trying to leap the 
hitch between the sedan and trailer. But he misjudged the distance. 
The toe of one foot caught on the channel steel and he went sprawling 
onto the shoulder of the road. As he lay there, half-stunned, he heard 
the car stop with a squeal of brakes. Then they were backing up. It 
stopped. He could see that the car was a five-year-old rusted Chevy. 

The three men climbed out. The obvious leader was taller, older. 
Slightly past his mid-twenties, Harry judged. A man with a dark and 
vicious face. At first as he weaved up to where Harry lay on the 
pavement, it appeared he might be drunk. One of the others called 
him Carl. And this Carl was bending now to stare. Harry could see the 
pinpoint pupils of his yellow-brown eyes. A chill went through him. 
This Carl was under the influence of narcotics. Harry got to his knees, 
thinking of Ann and Karen in the trailer. God, don’t let them make a 
sound, he prayed. 


The other two were brothers. The one called Mickey, was short, 
stocky with a face that suggested an I.Q. at the lower levels. His 
brother Andy had bleached his long hair. 

As Harry started to rise Carl snapped an order at Mickey. The 
younger punk put out his foot, pinning Harry’s leg to the road. Harry 
watched helplessly as Carl walked to the car and picked up the rifle 
lying on the floorboards. 

“How about that,” Mickey exclaimed. “A rifle. Boy, we’re in 
business.” 

“Take it and clear out,” Harry advised, trying to sound tough and 
unworried. 

“Listen to him,” Andy said with mock surprise. Slipping his hands 
into the hip pockets of his waist overalls, he regarded Harry, his 
bleached head back, eyes amused. This one and his brother had been 
drinking. At least they weren’t high on dope. A sharp odor of raw 
whiskey floated from them. 

“You got any money?” Carl demanded. 

“No.” 

“Extra gasoline, maybe?” Mickey suggested. They were toying with 
him, feeling they could take any damn thing they wanted when the 
mood struck them. 

Carl, standing with the rifle under his arm, said something to the 
brothers. Andy and Mickey hauled Harry to his feet. As they held his 
arms Carl snatched his wallet. He opened it, found it empty. With a 
snort of disgust Carl tossed it on the shoulder of the road. Carl’s gaze 
was ugly. He wore a blue shirt, unbuttoned halfway down his narrow 
chest. A gout of black hair pushed through the opening. 

“What you got in the trailer?” Carl demanded. 

“Nothing.” Cautiously Harry began to move away from the trailer in 
order to give Rick a clean shot. 

Mickey hunched his shoulders. His neck was thick. His brown hair, 
fanning out from a V just above bloodshot eyes, was already thinning. 
“You got a girl in there, Mister?” 

Harry kept his face straight. “Women slow a man down. I’m a 
traveling salesman—” 

“Carl, I bet he’s got a dame,” Andy said. 

“Take a look.” Carl grinned. “It’s what we need—love.” 

As Andy started for the trailer door Harry warned, “Stay away from 
there!” 

Carl laughed as Andy halted, looking around. “We got a tough one 
here, boys.” 


“Tough, hell,” Andy said. 

“Just for that, if he does have a dame in there we'll make him 
watch.” 

“That I like,” Mickey said, rubbing his square hands together. 

Harry clenched his fists as he felt gripped by a rising panic. “I meant 
what I said. Stay away from that trailer!” 

“You figure to call the cops, maybe?” Carl demanded insolently. 
“Well, for your information, they got business elsewhere.” 

“So we formed our own highway patrol,” Andy put in, making a 
joke of it. 

Mickey was saying, “Somebody dropped a bomb, Dad. Crazy kick, 
hey?” 

Carl gave Andy an ugly look. “Goddamit, I told you to take a look in 
that trailer!” 

“Maybe we oughta settle him first.” 

“Well, maybe,” Carl grunted, and cocked the rifle. 

Harry took another step backward, well away from the trailer, and 
cried, “Rick!” 

Above the pounding of his heart he heard a sound of ripping screen 
through the mountain stillness. Rick, at an open window, had rammed 
the muzzle of the double-barreled shotgun through the window 
screen. Harry flung himself to the ground. 


It all happened so fast the trio took a moment to react. Carl spun, 
aiming for the trailer. He squeezed off a rifle shot that ricocheted from 
the metal molding of the roof. Rick’s shotgun exploded through the 
torn screen. Mickey, trying to run, caught the charge in his left 
shoulder. The impact of the pellets slammed him into Carl. Carl 
dropped the rifle. Both men fell. Andy turned white and raised his 
hands under the menace of the second barrel of the shotgun. 

Carl made a lunge for the fallen rifle, stumbling over Mickey. Harry 
beat him to it. He snatched up the rifle, levered in a shell. 

“All right, back up, you lice,” Harry ordered. 

Andy looked frightened. “Put the gun down, Mister. We was only 
kidding.” 

“That was quite a joke, Buster.” Harry was so enraged his voice 
shook. “I should kill the lot of you.” 

Carl held out a hand, palm up, as if to ward off a bullet. Even 
Mickey, bleeding through the fingers he pressed to his shoulder 
wound, seemed to read the potential murder in Harry Baldwin’s eyes. 

Rick was piling out of the trailer, the shotgun trained on the punks. 
Ann, right behind him, stared at her husband who held the rifle so 


menacingly on the intruders. She called to Harry, but he seemed not 
to hear. 

Quickly she moved to his side. “Please. Harry. Don’t.” 

Harry felt Ann’s gaze on him, and he said, “All right.” He gestured 
at Carl and Andy. “Pick up your friend and get out of here.” 

They seemed eager to accept Harry’s order. Carl and Andy got 
Mickey to his feet, helped him stumble over to the Chevy. They 
shoved him into the car, and in a minute were roaring up the 
highway. When the sound of the motor could no longer be heard, 
Harry turned. Karen was just stepping from the trailer. She looked 
frightened. 

Rick said, “I’m glad I winged him, at least.” 

Harry turned on his son. “You almost missed him. What happened?” 

Rick stared at the ground. “I—well, Mother pushed the gun.” 

Swearing under his breath, Harry strode to where Ann and Karen 
stood beside the trailer, talking. Ann looked up at his angry face. 

Harry said, “You spoiled Rick’s aim.” 

“Yes, I did,” she stated, determined to defend her action. “Rick was 
going to kill that boy.” 

Harry felt his rage, his tiredness. It all balled up together in 
frustration, in the knowledge that every hour from now on his family 
would be menaced in this savage land that had replaced what 
formerly passed for civilization. 

“Ann, that ‘boy’ as you call him, was going to kill me. Then that 
‘boy’ was going after you and Karen. Would that have suited you 
better?” 

Ann’s mouth trembled and she looked away. “I—I just couldn’t let 
Rick—” 

“Take your choice. Would you rather see one of us dead at your 
feet?” 

Numbly she climbed into the trailer and Karen followed, looking 
worried. 

Rick was hefting his shotgun. He seemed awed by the power he 
held in his two hands. “I could’ve blown that guy to pieces if Mother 
hadn’t—” 

Harry stared at his son, not liking the look on Rick’s face. “You liked 
it, didn’t you?” 

Rick looked perplexed as if not quite sure what answer his father 
expected of him. “Gee, Dad, you said—” 

“Then you’re as wrong as they are,” Harry cut in. He stared grimly 
up the road where the Chevy had disappeared. “This is no deer hunt. I 


want you to shoot if you have to. But I also want you to hate it.” Some 
of the tension went out of his mouth and he dropped a hand on Rick’s 
shoulder. “A big chunk of civilization is gone. Your mother wants to 
save what’s left—worth saving or not. So do I, Rick, and don’t forget 
it.” 

Then they were pushing on again. Because there was the possibility 
the punks might get hold of a weapon and try to waylay them, Harry 
had Rick share the front seat with him again. But they saw no sign of 
the trio. 

Finally the pavement ended. They hit dirt, and Harry was forced to 
slow. He could feel the lurch of the trailer against the hitch as they 
dipped into ruts. Choking dust rose in clouds. His sweated face 
became caked with the stuff. Lines of weariness deepened around 
Harry’s mouth. 

As they came down a long uneven slant they saw ahead the main 
highway, the thoroughfare they would have to cross. The two lanes 
were clogged with cars, bumper to bumper. Two cars were parked 
ahead on this side road, waiting for a chance to cross. Some distance 
from the other two vehicles Harry braked the sedan and got out. Rick 
came to stand beside his father to stare at the jam of traffic fleeing the 
city. Ann and Karen joined them. 

“Looks bad, doesn’t it, Harry?” Ann said. 

Harry was studying the highway. He gave a weary shake of his 
head. “And I thought I was going to cross here.” 


CHAPTER 
Eight 


As Harry watched, trying to figure what to do, he saw traffic in the 
right hand lane suddenly slow. The motor of an old Ford convertible, 
with battered top, seemed to be missing badly. Steam poured from the 
radiator. The driver, an elderly man wearing a crumpled felt hat, was 
moving his body back and forth in front of the steering wheel, as if to 
urge the faltering car to greater speed. 

Sharing the seat was a gray-haired woman. She was leaning 
forward, gripping the dashboard with her two hands. Horns were 
beginning to blast behind them as others were forced to cut their 
speed. 

Suddenly a geyser of steam burst from the radiator, drenching the 
windshield. The old Ford ground to a dead stop. Behind it was a chain 
reaction of cars slamming into each other. Had not the speed already 
been slowed, the damage would have been much greater than 
smashed fenders, bumpers torn loose, rear decks caved in. 


The blast of horns now was almost deafening. In the other lane 
traffic continued to flow. And this offered no chance for anyone to 
pull out from behind the stalled Ford and into the faster lane. 

In the car directly behind the Ford, a red-faced man shouted, “Get 
off the road!” 

Somebody else yelled, “Shove him off!” 

“The spirit of brotherly love,” Harry muttered helplessly. 

Doors banged open. A half-dozen men rushed to the Ford. The 
driver of the disabled car had climbed out to open the hood. He stared 
disconsolately at the overheated motor. 

Without even offering to help, the six men began to push the Ford. 
One man leaned in, turning the wheel. The old man was forced to 
jump aside to keep from being run down by his own car. As the Ford 
reached the slanted shoulder of the road, the gray-haired woman 
screamed. The Ford rolled slowly down into a drainage ditch where it 
came to rest, right side up, in a tangle of weeds. 


The six men leaped back into their own cars. Traffic began moving 
again. The old man, standing beside his Ford, shook a fist at the 
passing cars. 


Ann said, “Harry, can’t we do something?” 
“We can’t help them.” And it was true. It was every man for himself, 


no matter how you wanted to look at it. 

A driver from one of the two cars pulled up in front of Harry’s 
sedan, walked back. The man wore a hunting cap and horn-rims. 

“We’ve been here an hour,” he said, waving a hand at the cars that 
had begun to pick up speed again. “They won’t stop, no matter what.” 

“Sure looks bad,” Harry agreed. 

When the man saw that Harry seemed to have no solution, he 
tramped back to his own car. 

Karen was biting her lip as she stared at the highway. “Now what?” 

“We stay here for awhile,” Harry said, glancing at the westering 
sun. “It’ll be dark in an hour.” 

“Then what happens?” Rick asked. 

“Tm not sure yet. We might as well sit down while we wait. It’ll be 
a long night.” 

Harry stared moodily through the windshield at the traffic pouring 
into the mountains. Beside him Rick held the shotgun on his lap. Ann 
sat stiffly in the rear seat beside Karen. 

The day thinned into twilight and finally it was completely dark. 
But the moon was high, the stars very bright. Shining on the charred 
places of the earth, Harry thought. Carefully he got out of the car. His 
family, exhausted from the ordeal, slept; Karen, her head on Ann’s 
shoulder. Rick was sprawled in the front seat, mouth open, snoring. 

Harry walked over a knob of land down to the highway. He 
watched the headlights cutting into the night. A plan formed in his 
mind. This was the highway they had left earlier. Only a two-lane 
road. Two hundred yards to his right was a sharp curve, which caused 
the traffic to slow. 

“Maybe, just maybe,” he said aloud. 

Returning to the car, he said, “Okay, Rick. Up and at ’em.” 

Rick stared sleepily into the darkness. “What’s up?” 

“Get behind the wheel.” 

Rick put the shotgun on the floorboards, beside Harry’s rifle. He slid 
across the seat and started the motor. Ann and Karen were awake. 
Harry closed the door on Rick’s side of the car. 

“Rick, Pm going to walk ahead of you. I want you to follow me. 
Understand?” 

“Sure, but where—” 

“Tt’ll be tough going. Don’t go too slow or you'll get stuck. Keep the 
motor revved up.” 

As Harry moved off down the road, he thought, Well, here goes 
nothing. When he crossed a ditch to the right of the road he turned, 


beckoning Rick to follow. With his heart pounding, Harry led the way 
across an open field. Glancing back over his shoulder he saw the Ford 
dipping in and out of ruts, the trailer lurching in its wake. 

Below, on the highway, headlights looked like the bright eyes of ten 
thousand monster insects from an unknown planet. 

“Easy,” Harry shouted as the left wheels of both car and trailer 
tilted dangerously on a slanted rock outcropping. Rick eased his way 
to level ground. Harry was signaling him toward an ancient barbed 
wire fence some thirty feet from the clogged highway. 

Harry gestured for Rick to hold up, and walked back to the car. 

“T need your help,” he told Rick. “Bring a bucket and two cans of 
gasoline.” 

“What are you going to do?” Rick asked, slipping out of the car. 

“Make a stop sign.” 

“A stop sign?” Rick said, mystified. 

Ann leaned forward. “Harry, be careful—” 

Harry was giving Rick instructions. They had the bucket and the 
cans of gas. “Fill the bucket, will you? Then bring it to me. I’ll be at 
the fence.” 

He ran down the slope and put his foot over rusted strands of barb 
wire. Exerting his full weight, he snapped them one by one off the 
posts. Then he began wrestling with one of the posts and managed to 
lay it flat on the ground. He was weighting the grounded strands of 
wire with stones when Rick came up, lugging a bucket. 

“Soup’s on,” Rick tried to grin. 

Harry took the bucket and turned to stare a moment at the never- 
ending river of hot iron and rubber flooding the highway. 

“Rick, take the wheel. When I signal you, drive across the highway.” 

Rick stared incredulously at the flood of moving cars. “Cross the 
highway? Through that?” 

Harry pointed toward the north. “There’s a curve up ahead. They 
have to slow for that whether they like it or not.” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“Tl get you across. Now keep her in low all the way. I scouted this 
before dark. There’s a ditch on the other side. You’ll need all the 
traction you can get.” 

“Where will you be, Dad?” Rick asked anxiously. 

“Don’t worry about me. If you make it, so will I.” Harry put a hand 
on his son’s arm. “This is going to take a lot of guts, Rick. More guts 
than you’d ever need to block for the Rams.” 

“T understand.” 


Harry leaned close, lowering his voice. “Your mother and sister— 
well, their lives depend on you, Rick.” 

“I won’t forget.” As Harry started away, Rick said, “Dad.” 

Harry turned. “Yes, Rick?” 

“I guess we both know IIl never be big enough to play for the Rams. 
I—I just wanted you to know I understand how it is.” 

“You're a good boy, Rick.” Harry’s voice broke. “The best.” 

Carrying the bucket of gas, he moved through the break in the 
fence. He thought of going back to the car, to tell Ann about Rick. 
That Rick had known all along that this business about someday 
playing for the Rams was just a game between them. He wanted to 
take Ann in his arms. He wanted to tell Karen that he didn’t care how 
many movie magazines she read. He wanted to tell her that he 
understood her moods— 


But he couldn’t return to the car. He might lose his nerve if he did. 
He carried down the two cans of gasoline Rick had brought. Careful 
not to spill any gas on his pants or shoes, Harry flung the bucket of 
gas across the pavement. 

Ann was trying to call to Harry, but the sounds of traffic drowned 
out her voice. “Rick, what in heaven’s name is he trying to do?” 

“He’s going to get us across,” Rick said, gripping the wheel while he 
waited for his father’s signal. 


CHAPTER 
Nine 


THREE MORE times Harry filled the bucket with gas from the cans. Each 
time he sent the gasoline sloshing across the highway under the 
wheels of the cars. Turning, he waved to Rick. Rick flicked on the 
headlights to let Harry know he was ready. 


From his pocket Harry dug a packet of matches. His hands were 
shaking so he could hardly hold it. Ripping off one match, he lighted 
it, touched the flames to the rest of the packet. When it suddenly 
blazed, he tossed it into the ribbon of gasoline that stretched across 
the two-lane road. 

Instantly flames leaped high. He heard a great clanging of metal 
against metal as drivers in front jammed on their brakes. But the first 
of the cars were too near the wall of fire to stop. They roared through. 
One car burst into flames. A man’s piercing scream stiffened the short 
hairs at the back of Harry’s neck. He watched the flaming car skid off 
the highway but remain upright. A sense of relief touched him when 
he saw a man and a woman leap from the burning car and reach the 
safety of deeper shadows. 

Standing tensely at the edge of the river of fire, Harry waited. 
Traffic came to a complete halt. Far down the road he heard the sound 
of breaking glass. Horns began to bear into the night again with their 
strident sounds. Drivers cursed. 

Through all this Harry was motioning for Rick to proceed. He saw 
sedan and trailer lurch down the field, cross the weighted fence wires. 
A prayer that the barbs wouldn’t puncture the tires burst from Harry’s 
lips. He started across the highway, a man alone, leading his family. 
Behind the barrier of flaming gasoline he could see the cars backed up 
like a log jam in a flooding river. Already the gasoline was beginning 
to burn itself off the pavement. He didn’t have much time. Cold sweat 
burst at his hairline. 

Frantically he waved to Rick. “Hurry!” he cried, but knew Rick 
couldn’t hear him above the din of horns and shouting. 

Once the fire burned down sufficiently the avalanche of metal 
would engulf them all. 

The Baldwin caravan was halfway across the highway, then three- 
quarters of the distance. Already a car was pushing its way through 
the dying flames. It got through without trouble. Another tried it. By 
now Rick had reached the far side of the highway, crossing the 


shoulder. The sedan dipped into the ditch. The trailer behind it 
lurched, righted itself. Rick expertly moved up a slant. Here Harry 
allowed the car to catch up to him. He began to run beside it. This 
was the war all over again. Running beside a tank, bent over, waiting 
for the machine guns to start slamming at them. 

Only this was no Sherman Tank. This was his family sedan. 

A fence loomed up. Harry felt cold. If Rick faltered now, they’d had 
it. The car would never have momentum enough to get the trailer in 
motion again on this slant. 

“The fence!” he shouted. “Hit it!” 

And Rick did. The Ford’s bumper was dented against a rotted post 
that snapped off like a dried cornstalk. Broken fence wire made an 
eerie sound as it whipped against the sides of the car. 

Shielding his face with a forearm, Harry escaped the fury of the 
lashing wires. He ran, got the right hand door open and slipped in 
beside Rick. 

“Keep going.” he panted. “Boy, you’re doing fine.” 

Ann seemed shaken up physically as well as emotionally. Her hair 
was disheveled. She and Karen were clinging to to each other for 
balance, as the car rocked its way across the uneven ground. 

“I—I don’t know how we ever made it,” Ann gasped. 

“Teamwork, honey. That’s what did it.” Harry pointed to the left 
where the secondary road they had been on earlier curved up into the 
hills. Behind them the other two cars that had waited to cross were 
still blocked by traffic. 

Finally they halted at a cleared space. “I could use some coffee,” 
said Harry. 

He asked Rick to check the butane connections on the trailer. 
Making sure they were tight, Harry lighted the stove. Ann made 
coffee. When it was ready Karen handed him a cup. 

“Thanks, Kitten.” He gave her a tight smile. “Pretty rough trip, 
wasn’t it?” 

“Pretty rough,” she agreed soberly. 

They all had coffee and munched crackers. 

When they started rolling again Harry let Rick drive while he 
studied a map by the dashlight. 

“We sure went the long way around. We won’t be at Shibe’s 
Meadow before dawn.” 


“That’s a long haul,” Rick agreed. 
“Soon’s I get a little rest, Pll take over, Rick.” 
Karen yawned. “I’m so very tired.” 


“Put it here, baby,” Ann soothed, and pulled Karen’s head down on 
her lap. She stroked the girl’s hair gently. Karen closed her eyes. 

Harry turned in the seat, looking back at them. He smiled. 

“You know something, Ann?” Harry said. “Our kids are growing 
up.” 

“Karen’s still a baby,” Ann said softly. 

“Rick’s a man. This morning he was just a boy.” 

“Dad, did I do okay?” 

“Nobody could have done it any better,” Harry said, and saw his 
son’s chest swell with pride. 


CHAPTER 
Ten 


MILE AFTER mile the caravan ground on. Only the hum of the motor 
broke the silence. Headlight beams flashed on oaks, then pines. They 
crossed five miles of mesa country and heard the yip-yip of coyotes in 
the distance. The full moon climbed and dipped. Harry relieved Rick 
at the wheel. Rick insisted he wasn’t tired, but Harry shook his head. 

“When I need help,” Harry said, “I'll need it in a hurry. I want you 
rested.” 

This satisfied Rick. He changed seats with his father. Ann and Karen 
were asleep in the back. 

The first silvered ribbons of dawn were shooting out from the east. 
Harry’s tired eyes watched the rutted road unreel before him. He 
switched off the lights to conserve the battery. Yesterday at this time 
he had been trying out a new fishing rod. God, it was hard to conceive 
of the holocaust that followed the bombing. He thought of the radar 
station on the hilltop near home. Maybe its giant wings had been the 
first to pick up an electronic impulse from the enemy missies winging 
in from the open sea. 

Ahead the road was blocked by a gate. Harry rolled up and stopped 
the car. 

“Everything looks familiar,” Rick said. “Just like always.” 

Ann and Karen looked around sleepily. Nailed to the gate was a 
sign: SHIBE’S MEADOW. CAMPING. FISHING. HUNTING. 

Rick said, “We going to bust through this fence, Dad?” 

“I hope we won’t need to.” Harry got out and tried the gate. He 
swung it open, braced it with a rock. Then he tore the sign from the 
gate. 

“This is no time to advertise Shibe’s Meadow. As it is, too many 
people know about this spot.” Harry stared at the ruined sign, then 
threw it into a clump of brush beyond the road. “Td like to find a spot 
nobody knows about.” 

“How about that cave?” Rick said eagerly. 

“What cave?” 

“The one we found year before last. The one you wouldn’t let me 
explore.” 

“Td forgotten.” Harry snapped his fingers. “Sure, a cave. How big 
was it? Remember?” 


“You told me not to go in,” Rick said slyly. 

“Come on, how big is it?” Harry chided. “Big enough to live in?” 

“And then some,” Rick said, matching his father’s grin. 

“Let’s get going.” For two miles Harry drove along a narrow bumpy 
road that wound through a stand of pine. 

“There’s the old bridge,” Rick said, pointing ahead. 

“Just what I’ve been looking for.” Harry eased up to the span, a 
holdover from horse and buggy days, barely wide enough to 
accommodate car and trailer. As they rumbled across Harry could feel 
the sway of rotted underpinning. He held his breath until they were 
safely on the other side. There he pulled under the trees and got out, 
motioning to Rick. 

“There’s an axe and hatchet in the trailer,” Harry said. “Get them, 
will you?” 

Harry made his way back to the bridge, eased himself down the 
embankment to a dry creek. He was examining the ancient supports, 
noting where some had pulled lose from rusted nails. Others had been 
attacked by termites in some bygone year. 

Axe in one hand, hatchet in the other, Rick slid down a twenty foot 
bank to stand beside his father. 

Harry took the axe from Rick and surveyed the span overhead. 

“You going to knock down the bridge?” Rick wanted to know. 

Harry nodded, backed away from a six-by-six and drove the axe bit 
into it. He motioned for Rick to get busy on another support with his 
hatchet. Wood chips flew. Harry felt an ache in his arms and 
shoulders. His shirt clung damply to his chest. Despite his tiredness 
pitting his strength against the bridge seemed to revive him. 

Rick’s timber was almost cut through. Only a narrow strip of wood 
held the one Harry had been working on. 

“Rick, PI finish it off.” 

Rick glanced at the underside of the bridge and gave a worried 
shake of his head. “She’ll fall on you.” 

“Top stringers will hold her. Step back.” 

Waiting until Rick was clear, he began to sink the bit deeper and 
deeper into the rotted wood. Rick stood watching his father with 
admiration. When the timber was cut through Harry scrambled up the 
embankment, urging Rick to follow. 

At one end of the bridge Harry chopped through a stringer. The 
bridge swayed at each blow of the axe, but seemed to hold. Harry 
then began to attack the remaining stringer. As Ann and Karen looked 
on with Rick, there was a grinding sound of nails coming clear of the 


wood that had held them for so long. A timber snapped. Harry gave 
the last stringer one final blow of the axe. 

“It’s going, Dad!” Rick yelled. 

Harry leaped aside. For an instant the bridge seemed suspended, 
then with a grinding crash of timbers it collapsed into the ravine, 
sending up a great cloud of dust. 

Harry handed the axe to Rick and wiped his sweated face on a 
shirtsleeve. “That cuts off one avenue of attack,” Harry grunted. “No 
one can reach us from the main highway.” 

Ann gave him a puzzled glance. “Attack?” 

“Yes, dear,” Harry said grimly. “Attack!” 

Harry was studying their map of the area. Rick peered over his 
shoulder. 

“They can still reach Shibe’s Meadow from Clinton,” Rick pointed 
out. 

It was another four miles before car and trailer, moving at ten miles 
an hour over the nearly impossible road, came at last to the base of a 
fairly steep cliff. 

Rick was peering through the windshield, trying to spot landmarks 
he remembered from two summers back. At last he grinned with 
relief. 

“There it is, Dad. I was beginning to think I’d forgotten.” 

A fissure in limestone rocks led to the mouth of a large cave. A 
cleared area afforded sufficient room for car and trailer. 

“You girls stay in the car,” Harry ordered. “Come on, Rick. Let’s do 
some exploring.” 

Leading the way with a flashlight, Harry entered the cavern. As he 
shot the beam over the limestone walls, and noted the height of the 
ceiling, he nodded with satisfaction. 

“Not bad. Not bad at all.” He was kicking aside loose stones on the 
floor, so there would be a level place for their gear. 

“How about it, Dad?” Rick wanted to know. “Do we move in?” 

“Yeah. We move in.” 

For thirty minutes Harry and Rick worked desperately against time. 
Several times Ann tried to speak to him, but Harry waved her off. The 
sooner they were settled the less likelihood there was of someone 
spotting them. A mound of supplies grew beside the trailer door. 

When Harry paused for breath, Ann said severely, “But I don’t 
understand, Harry. Moving into the cave. When we have a perfectly 
beautiful trailer—” 

“If we get fallout in this area that trailer will be about as safe as a 


silk nightgown.” 

Understanding touched Ann’s eyes as she grasped Harry’s logic. But 
Karen seemed unwilling to sacrifice the trailer for a cave. 

“This whole thing’s a bore—a drag.” 

When Rick came out of the trailer with an armload of supplies, 
Harry said, “Rick, take out the stove. TIl get the butane tank.” 

“But what are you going to do with the trailer?” Karen wailed. 

“Ditch it,” was Harry’s blunt answer. “You and Mother help move 
the lighter stuff.” 

Harry scooped up a heavy load and started for the cave. For a 
moment Ann and Karen stared after him. Then, shrugging, they picked 
up small bundles and followed him. It was late afternoon before they 
were moved in. By dusk Harry and Rick had towed the trailer some 
distance from their camp, and hidden it in a grove. Then they drove 
back. In a stand of evergreen they hid the sedan, covering it with tree 
branches they hacked off with axe and hatchet. When the top and 
sides of the car were completely hidden, Harry stepped back to survey 
their work. 

“Not a bad camouflage job.” 

“You can’t even see it unless you come right up.” 

“Get the distributor cap.” This they had already removed before the 
job of hiding the car had started. Rick picked it off a flat rock where 
he had put it earlier. 

“Don’t lose it, Rick,” Harry warned. “That could be our passport out 
of here if we have to move for any reason.” 

Rick nodded that he understood. When they got back to camp he 
put it on a crate in the corner of the cave. A Coleman lantern on a box 
lighted the interior. The supplies removed from car and trailer were 
neatly stacked around the twelve by twenty foot cave. Ann and Karen 
were bustling about, preparing the evening meal. As Karen set out 
unbreakable plastic plates on their folding camp table she seemed 
unusually thoughtful. Ann had opened cans of spaghetti and chili and 
mixed the contents in a pot, a good camp meal they’d had many times 
before. Harry didn’t realize how hungry he was until the aroma of the 
meal simmering on the butane stove began to permeate the cave. 

He noticed that Rick was studying some primitive drawings on the 
cave wall. One was a crude likeness of a woman and a horse. “I saw 
these last time, Dad. Who do you think drew them?” 

“Indians. Probably hundreds of years ago.” 


Karen looked around at the bleak stone walls. “Really, Dad—this 
whole thing is too much.” 


Harry gave his daughter a tight grin. “Shut up and finish dusting the 


cave,” he said lightly. 

For a moment Karen stared, then she could not keep herself from 
laughing. And Harry thought, This is good. It is only when you can no 
longer laugh that you’re doomed. 

Ann sat down on a box. There were dark smudges under her fine 
eyes. “Such as it is,” she called, trying to maintain the note of banter 
exchanged between Harry and their daughter, “come and get it.” 

When the family seated themselves, Rick muttered, “Boy, am I 
starved,” but when he reached for a fork, a warning glance from his 
mother stopped him. 

Harry had bowed his head and was saying in a hushed voice, “Oh 
Lord, our heavenly Father, Almighty and everlasting who has safely 
brought us to the ending of this day, defend us with Thy mighty 
power. Lighten our darkness, and by Thy great mercy defend us from 
the perils and dangers of this night.” 

There was a moment of silence. Ann settled back on the box 
profoundly affected by Harry’s prayer. Karen also seemed impressed. 
Rick was still eying his plate, and tentatively lifted his fork. Again he 
was thwarted. 

Harry lifted a hand. “One minute before we eat.” 

“What is it now, Dad?” Rick protested. 

“Hush,” Ann told him. 

“This will be the first and last of these inter-family bulletins—I 
hope,” Harry was saying. “Regardless of what physical discomforts we 
will endure, I don’t want us to lose our sense of values.” 

“What do you mean, Dad?” Karen asked seriously. 

“We will be as clean and orderly in our personal lives as we have 
ever been. Rick, you and I will shave every day.” 

“Gosh, I thought it’d be a chance to see if I could grow a beard—” 

But Harry ignored him. “Ann, you and Karen will wear clean clothes 
and be neat about yourselves as you have always been. The same 
applies to this—our home.” 

Ann gave him a faint smile. “The way you give orders!” 

“My only concern is the survival of my family. And along with that 
our dignity.” 

“I know, Harry. And I like it.” 

“These little concessions to civilization are very important. They 
will be our links to reality.” 

At last Rick was able to attack his plate of food. “Squab and wild 
rice from Maxime’s,” he grinned, and they all laughed and were aware 
of their closeness. 


And then Harry’s gaze fell on the primitive drawings on the cave 
walls. A chill touched him as he wondered if at last man had come full 
circle. Caveman to caveman. All the beauty of the world’s climb from 
darkness lost forever. 

“Harry, did I put too much seasoning in the chili?” Ann asked 
seriously across the table. 

He tried to smile. “I was just wondering about the plant, my office— 
I suppose it was leveled.” It was the first time he had thought of 
Tillman Machine Tools, Incorporated. Built from a back alley concern 
by old Abe Tillman himself into a multi-million dollar organization, by 
sheer guts and sweat. Built from nothing to a plant that would help 
civilization push into outer space. But civilization had not waited to 
push out into space. A gambler in another part of the world had 
briefly considered the odds, decided them to be in his favor, and put 
his thumb on the red button. 

“Stupid fools!” Harry cried. “They had so much and they threw it all 
away—” He broke off, realizing he had shouted, that his family 
watched him apprehensively. 

“T was just thinking of all the guys at the plant,” Harry said. “There 
was a night shift working at the time—the time of the blast.” 

The moment of lightness enjoyed a few moments ago was gone. 
Rick, pale around the mouth, ate mechanically. Karen sat with eyes 
closed, her lashes wet. Ann put a hand on Karen’s shoulder. Then she 
looked across the table, the shards of light from the gasoline lantern 
touching her eyes. 

“Let’s not forget that Dad has had the whole burden,” she said 
quietly. “He’s kept us going. Let’s try and help him all we can.” 

Karen said, her voice breaking, “And we just dedicated the new gym 
at high school last week—” 

“At least I won’t have to worry about college entrance exams,” Rick 
said. 

“Rick, don’t talk with your mouth full,” Ann said. 

“Who cares, Mother? Who’s to see us?” 

“We care,” Harry told his son. “We four care very much. I’m sorry I 
got us back into this mood. But—well, I guess I’m a little tired.” 

“You should be,” Ann said seriously. 

Reaching across the table Harry took his wife’s hand. He smiled. 
“We'll make it. You'll see.” 

After the meal Ann and Karen made up the beds, using boughs and 
branches that Rick cut with the hatchet. Over these they spread 
sleeping bags. 

Rick had picked up a piece of charcoal. He stood before one of the 


primitive murals, depicting a man chasing some bison. With the 
charcoal Rick carefully drew the outline of a hot rod and occupants, a 
boy and girl. 

Rick grinned as Harry came up behind him. “If we have to live 
here,” Rick said, “we might as well decorate.” 

Rick stepped back to admire his work, and Harry nodded his 
approval, “Not bad at all.” 

“Now if somebody stumbles across this cave ten thousand years 
from now they’ll really be confused.” 

Harry’s mouth tightened. Rick had said a lot more than he realized. 
One day had thrown them all back ten thousand years. Ann and Karen 
were looking on soberly. 

And Harry realized it was up to him to take the curse off things by 
introducing a new subject. It was one he’d given considerable thought 
to. “We'll take the extra supplies and make six parcels. Each one big 
enough to last us a week. Then we’ll bury them. Outside.” 

Ann gave him a worried glance. “Someone might find them.” 

“Someone might also take this cave away from us,” Harry pointed 
out grimly. “And that includes everything in it.” 

Leaving Rick to pursue his art work, Harry picked his way around 
the piles of supplies on the cave floor. He touched Ann’s arm and drew 
her away from Karen who was brushing her pale hair. 

“You’ve been very brave, Ann,” he whispered. “I’m proud of you.” 

“Tm afraid I haven’t been much help. I think I’ve been—well, numb 
with fright.” 

“T understand.” 

“Frightened not only about Mother but about you.” She peered up 
into his face. “You’re so—so out of character.” 

“That’s because I’m scared, too. You’ll never know how much.” 

“You don’t show it.” 

Harry put his arms around her, kissed her gently on the lips. 
Seeking to further ease the tension, he smiled. 

“Anyway, for the next few days we’re going to have the kind of 
togetherness you never dreamed of.” 


CHAPTER 
Eleven 


IN THE MORNING Rick went to the creek for water. When he returned 
Harry was pleased to see that his resourceful son had made a yoke out 
of a tree limb. This he balanced across his shoulders, a filled bucket 
hanging from each end. 

As Rick approached he laughed, “All I need is a coolie hat.” 

“Get rid of this,” Harry said, “and we'll go take a look around. Bring 
a rifle.” 

When Rick appeared from the cave with a weapon, Karen followed 
him outside. She wore sun shorts and halter. “Can I go with you two?” 

Harry shook his head. “Not this trip, Kitten.” 

“I don’t see why.” Karen shot them a look of exasperation as they 
tramped off through the woods without her. In a moment they were 
lost to sight. 

They had covered a quarter mile when Harry glanced at his watch. 
Time for radio bulletins. He took the transistor radio from his pocket 
and tuned in on the only station broadcasting. He and Rick sat on a 
deadfall to listen. 

“States north of the Ohio River and east of the Mississippi have been 
severely damaged. Casualties are extremely heavy. Metropolitan areas 
on the West Coast have suffered similarly. The enemy has used bombs 
of minimal radiation content, evidently in preparation for a possible 
landing attempt.” 

Harry noticed that this caused Rick to tighten his grip on the rifle. 
Invasion, Harry thought. This was one thing he had not considered. 

The announcer went on. “Continued reports of looting and 
marauding keep coming in. Such acts are regarded as treason against 
the United States, and those guilty face the death penalty.” 

“That'll give ’em something to think about,” Rick cut in, but Harry 
waved him to silence. 

“The President has called upon every American to do his duty in re- 
establishing law and order. In his own words, ‘There are no civilians. 
We are all at war.’ Next bulletin will be broadcast at three o’clock.” 

Harry dropped the radio into his pocket. Rising from the deadfall, 
he brushed off the seat of his pants. “They’re not kidding, Rick. There 
are no civilians.” 

For an hour they moved cautiously through the area, following the 


stream that twisted through the forested flats. No alarming sounds 
reached them and that was good. Maybe, just maybe, Harry thought, 
they had this place to themselves. 

But they had carefully pushed on only another hundred yards or so 
when Harry spotted a movement against the bank of greenery ahead. 
He grabbed Rick’s arm, signaling him to silence. 

“Somebody up there,” Harry whispered. 

Then Rick nodded. He had also seen movement. A man was coming 
toward them. He was alone. At each step he studied the ground as if 
hunting for tracks. 

Because of the distance and the trees Harry had no way of 
identifying the stranger. But he was taking no chance. 

“Quick,” he hissed at Rick, pointing to the right of the trail. “Into 
those rocks.” 

Cutting noiselessly through a clump of wild holly, Harry ducked 
under a rock overhang. Rick was a dozen yards away. Holding his 
breath, Harry could hear the stranger trudging along the path they 
had just quit. Now the man was parallel to their hiding place. He 
paused. Hunched over under the overhang Harry could only see the 
man’s legs from the hip down. The man wore khaki hunting pants and 
high-top mountain boots. The man turned, one way and then the 
other, as if surveying the area. 

Rick, a few feet away, gripping his rifle, tried to shift in his cramped 
position. A dry twig cracked underfoot, the sound seeming loud as a 
rifle shot in the stillness. 

Rick went white. Harry motioned him to stay where he was; not to 
move again. The stranger was crouching a little, alerted by the sound 
of the breaking twig. A chill of apprehension touched Harry’s back 
when the stranger’s right hand moved around a cartridge belt and 
appeared with a .45 revolver. 

Harry waited tensely, rifle unmoving in his hands. He could feel 
sweat roll down his back. But the man did not investigate their hiding 
place. He straightened up so Harry could no longer see the gun he 
held. The man moved away to cut a transverse path through the 
underbrush. 

Again he halted, peering around. Harry leaned lower under the 
overhang in an effort to see the man’s face. But it was impossible from 
this angle. 

The footsteps moved on, cracking through the undergrowth. Harry 
ducked out from under the rock, but gestured for Rick to remain 
where he was. Squinting against the sun, he tried to spot the stranger. 
But there was no sight of him. He crept forward, following the trail 


the man had made through the brush. Coming up behind a large pine, 
he waited, peering ahead. 

Nothing moved. He was about to start forward again when he heard 
a sound directly behind. Knowledge that he had been trapped swept 
through him like a cold wind. He tried to turn, but something hard 
rammed the middle of his back. 

A man’s voice hissed, “Drop it!” 

There was something familiar about the voice, but at the moment 
he couldn’t sort the identity out of the chaos of his mind. He stood 
rigid, hardly daring to breath. He could feel a weakness at his knees 
when he thought of Rick and how the boy might try and do something 
foolish. The man who held the gun at Harry’s back was no amateur. 
He’d done a neat trapping job, leading Harry deeper into the woods, 
then coming at his back. Harry let the rifle fall. 

His taut nerves eased a little when he felt the pressure of the gun 
removed from his back. 

Turning his head, he saw that the man had picked up the rifle. Now 
the man straightened, the .45 pointed at Harry’s middle, the rifle 
under his left arm. 

Then Harry recognized him. Ed Johnson, the hardware man from 
Mountain View. 

“Small world,” Johnson said, no pleasure at again meeting Harry 
apparent on his long wind-burned face. A cut above his left eye gave 
him a quizzical look. Probably a memento from their brawl in the 
hardware store, Harry thought. 

“Where’s that kid of yours?” Johnson demanded thinly. 

“Back at camp.” 

“And where’s that?” 

A shadow flicked behind Johnson. Then from a towering wall of 
brush Rick emerged. The sound was causing Johnson to half-turn 
away from Harry. He never completed the move. Rick, silent as an 
Indian, had crept up. His rifle aimed directly at Johnson’s left side. 

“Now you drop it!” Rick ordered through his teeth. 

Johnson stood tensely, the revolver covering neither of his targets. 
In order to reach Rick or Harry, he’d have to move. Something in 
Rick’s eyes decided him not to risk it. 

“Tm getting a little tired of you butting in on me, kid,” Johnson 
snapped. But he did let the revolver and rifle fall to the ground as Rick 
had ordered. 

Rick made him step away from the weapons, then moved in. He 
snatched the revolver and handed it to Harry. 


“Johnson, this is what you call turning the tables,” Harry said. 


“That’s my gun you’ve got there.” Johnson glared. “Getting to be a 
habit, you holding a gun on me.” 

“How’d you find this place?” Harry demanded. 

“Been coming here since I could carry a fishing rod.” 

Harry gave a sour laugh. “And I thought I’d have this place to 
myself. How wrong can you be.” 

“Yeah, and I could’ve done without you, too!” Johnson swallowed. 
“Me and the wife found an abandoned trailer upstream. Yours, I bet, 
come to think of it.” 

“Probably,” Harry agreed. “Anyone else around?” 

“Yeah. Don’t know how many. So far they’ve kept to themselves. 
Everybody’s trigger-happy—” 

Harry reflected on this. The very stillness of the woods made their 
triangular position seem a little ridiculous. Rick with a rifle. Another 
rifle at his feet. A few feet away, Johnson, standing with hands half- 
raised. And Harry holding a .45 revolver. This happening past the 
midway point of the Twentieth Century. At a time when the woods 
should crawl with campers and fishermen, filled with the shouting of 
kids. 

He could see that Johnson, despite his belligerence, was anxious. 
Any why not? He was also trying to survive. And he’d left his wife 
alone at the spot where the Baldwin trailer had been abandoned. 
Harry’s attitude toward the man began to soften a little. 

Rick said, “I saw some smoke this morning.” He pointed west of the 
creek. “Is that where these other people are camped?” 

Johnson looked around. “The old farm is over that way a few miles. 
Some men have holed up in the house there. Heard ’em last night, 
raising hell. Drinking it up, I guess. Sound carries up here, you know.” 

Hairy nodded. “Farm house, eh? Seems like a good place to leave 
alone.” 

Johnson licked his lips. “Like having a nest of rattlesnakes in your 
pocket.” 

Harry suddenly made up his mind. Rick was standing with the rifle, 
and Johnson seemed to have lost some of his anger. Harry swiftly 
unloaded the .45 while Johnson stared. Then he handed over the 
empty gun and the shells he had taken from the chambers. 

Return of the weapon seemed to relieve Johnson. He made no 
attempt to reload, but slipped the gun into his belted holster and 
dropped the shells into a pocket of his hunting pants. 

“Pm much obliged to you,” Johnson said grudgingly. “A man with 
no gun around here— Well, he wouldn’t last very damned long.” 

“No, he wouldn’t,” Harry agreed. 


“Where you hiding out?” 
“Never mind,” Harry said, his relaxed manner replaced by wariness. 


Johnson shrugged. “Just thought me and the wife might visit 
sometime—” 

“Tm sorry, Johnson,” Harry snapped. “This isn’t a time for visiting.” 

“Got any extra grub I could buy?” 

For an answer Harry strode to where Johnson had dropped the rifle. 
He picked it up and pointed it significantly at the hardware man. 

Johnson got the picture. “Well, there was no harm in asking.” 

“What food we have is for my family. You can see how it is.” 

Okay,” Johnson grunted. Shoving his hands in his pockets he moved 
back through the underbrush. Harry watched him parallel the creek, 
then disappear through the trees. 

“Maybe I was a fool to give him back his gun, but—” 

“Seems like a nice guy,” Rick offered. 

“Let’s get back to camp.” 

Knowledge that there were others at Shibe’s Meadow was upsetting. 
The smoke Rick had seen earlier had made that a certainty; Johnson’s 
story about the men holed up in the farmhouse confirmed it. Harry 
knew he had foolishly lived in the hope that no one else had been able 
to reach the place. Or remembered it as a possible refuge in this time 
of emergency. 

Harry quickened his pace, so that Rick, despite his long legs, had a 
time keeping up. 

“We'll keep our eyes open,” Harry flung over his shoulder as they 
plodded single-file through a stand of live oak. “If those men at the 
farmhouse have enough whisky—they might give us trouble.” 


CHAPTER 
Twelve 


BECAUSE THE night was warm Harry pondered the possibility of cooking 
outside to conserve the butane. But he decided against it. No use 
attracting attention to themselves with a fire. After the meal of canned 
tuna and beans was finished they sat around, listening to the night 
sounds. A faint breeze stirred the trees. Nearby, crickets set up their 
evening song. A night bird chirped from a pine branch. Tops of the 
trees cut into the low-riding moon. 

Harry sipped coffee, rifle across his lap. He looked at his family, 
noting with satisfaction that all of them seemed to be bearing up. 
Even Karen seemed to have shed her movie magazine mood, eagerly 
alive now and wanting to be a part of things. 

Rick locked fingers in back of his neck. “Nothing like eating under 
the sky. Even it if is slightly radioactive.” 


Ann set down her coffee cup. “It might even be bearable if we had 
someone to talk to.” 


“We have each other to talk to,” Harry smiled. 
“Rick told me the Johnsons wanted to call.” 
“Dad froze him good,” Rick put in proudly. 

“Is there no one we can trust?” asked Karen. 


“No.” Harry fingered the barrel of his rifle. “At least, not yet— How 
about you and Rick cleaning up? Give Mother a break.” 

Rick, mimicking an old Garbo movie, said, “They vant to be alone.” 

“At their age, imagine.” Karen giggled. 

Harry noted with satisfaction that there was no argument about 
camp chores from either of the children. Children? Harry caught 
himself. Rick was already a man. And Karen— Well, she looked grown 
up but maybe she was still a child. He watched them take things into 
the cave. 


Ann came over and sat beside him. The glow of lantern-light 
touched her cheek. 


“Harry, sooner or later we’ll have to make contact with other 
members of the human race.” 


“Don’t worry about that—” 


“We can’t go it alone.” She turned to look at him, her eyes wide. 
“There must be some good people left.” 


“Undoubtedly, but we must be sure before we—” He saw that Ann 


was in earnest. Making a decision, he said, “I’ll call on the Johnsons in 
a couple of days. I’ll bring them back with me.” 

“Pd like that very much.” She reached for his hand. They sat quietly 
together, and in a moment she rested her head on his shoulder. He felt 
her shudder as she whispered hoarsely, “It’s terrible. Not knowing 
about Mother—our friends—and neighbors.” 

“T know.” He was staring at the moon hanging above the dark rim 
of the world. How much devastation, carnage had that orb looked 
down upon in the history of mankind? 

Slipping an arm about Ann’s waist, he whispered, “Whatever 
happened is in the past. We can’t dwell on it if there’s to be a future.” 

He felt her stir. “Out of what material do we build this future?” 

“T have one of the ingredients, Ann. My love for you and the 
children.” 

She turned, pressing herself warmly against him. Her lips sought 
his. In a moment she whispered, “Oh, God love you. What you said 
does make sense. Maybe it’s all that ever did or ever will.” 


The next morning Harry and Rick finished digging the sixth of a series 
of holes at various distances from their cave. The hole was about three 
feet deep. Ann and Karen stood in the shade, watching the procedure. 
The last of six bundles of food, wrapped in a strip cut from a tarp, 
rested on the ground. At a signal from Harry, Rick picked up the pack 
and deposited it in the hole. Harry began to cover it. 

“And this is the sixth Baldwin storehouse,” he said, pausing to lean 
on the shovel. 

“We can find ’em again easy, Dad,” Rick said. “If we have to.” 

Harry nodded, looked at his wife and daughter. “If any of us ever 
gets—in trouble—caught away from camp, we can buy our way free 
with the promise of food.” 

“Smart idea, Dad,” Rick said. 

“Remember this. If any of us are faced with that situation, show 
these stores in the same order in which we buried them.” 

“What for?” Karen looked puzzled. 

“So the rest of us can have a chance. Spot anyone approaching the 
cave and set up an ambush.” 

Harry finished filling the hole and used the back of the shovel to 
flatten the loose dirt. 

Ann regarded the mound thoughtfully. “Looks like a grave, doesn’t 
it?” 

Harry glanced at her. She seemed pale. With a tree branch he 


carefully smoothed the dirt, so all indication of anything buried there 
would be erased. But in the center of the hiding place he inserted a 
notched stick and covered this with brush. 

After taking Ann and Karen back to the cave, Harry decided another 
scouting session would be in order. He didn’t worry so much about Ed 
Johnson, although the hardware merchant might pose a threat if lack 
of food became a problem. It was the men Johnson mentioned 
“drinking it up” in the farmhouse. 

Leaving Ann with the shotgun, he and Rick started out. He gave 
Rick the binoculars. “You swing north for a ways. Keep your eyes 
open. Pll go south and we'll meet about where we jumped Ed 
Johnson.” Harry smiled wryly, adding, “Or rather, where he jumped 
us.” 

“Okay, Dad, I understand.” 

“If either of us runs into trouble, we head for camp on the double.” 

It was some twenty minutes after they separated that Harry 
distinctly heard a distant rifle shot. As he halted, listening, he heard 
two more, but from a different direction. Or so it seemed. Making an 
about face, he hurried back the way he had come. Apprehension 
tightened in him as he neared camp. When he entered the narrow 
opening in the limestone walls, he could have shouted with relief. Ann 
was taking a nap. Karen came out of the cave, a forefinger across her 
lips warning him to silence. 

Harry nodded that he understood. “Rick come back?” he asked, 
trying to make his voice matter-of-fact. 

“Not yet.” Karen studied his face as he stared in the direction Rick 
had taken. “Dad, is anything wrong?” 

He gave a vigorous shake of the head. He didn’t want to alarm 
Karen and have her in turn rouse Ann. There would be enough worries 
for them all before this thing was over. Because of the gunshots he 
decided it would be best for him to remain here where he could 
protect the girls. For the first time in his life Rick would be strictly on 
his own. And he was sure Rick would come through, no matter what 
the problem. But even as he tried to rationalize his concern for Rick’s 
safety weighted him down. 

However, he could have saved himself the anxiety. He was just 
about to awaken Ann, give her the picture, and go off in search of 
Rick, when the boy appeared. 

Harry stared, mouth open, at the burden Rick packed. Bent over like 
an Indian, Rick was toting a buck deer on his back. Slung around 
Rick’s neck were the cased binoculars. Carrying his rifle in one hand 
he steadied the deer with the other. 


The sounds of him tramping through the brush got Ann up. Rubbing 
sleep from her eyes she watched her son swing down the antlered deer 
beside the camp table. Karen tiptoed up to stare at the glazed eyes. 
She shuddered. 

Rick sank to a rock, trying to get his breath. His shirt was 
bloodstained from the deer. 

“The mighty hunter returns,” Rick panted, grinning. 

Harry looked annoyed. “Was that you shooting all over the hills?” 

“You mean the other shots?” Rick was trying to get his breath. “I 
was three miles away from them, at least.” Rick nodded at the buck 
deer. “He jumped up right in front of me. I couldn’t resist. I got him 
with one shot, Dad.” He waited for Harry’s approbation. 

“T heard three shots.” 

“So did I. But I only shot once.” 

“What were the others?” Harry asked sharply. 

“Maybe Johnson’s doing some hunting. I saw that plume of smoke 
again. Think we should check it out?” 

“Not a bad idea. After lunch.” Walking over he toed the dead 
animal with his shoe. “Nice buck. Let’s take his suit off.” When Harry 
noticed that Rick seemed unusually solemn, he said, “And, Rick. That 
was a good shot.” 

Rick beamed and went into the cave to hunt for some skinning 
knives. 

Ann said, “I wonder if I remember how to cook venison. Mother 
always used to—” Ann’s voice splintered. She looked away so that 
Harry couldn’t see her tears. She hurried into the cave. 


Harry and Rick dressed the buck deer. Conversation was at a 
minimum. 

By noon Ann seemed to have recovered. She smilingly fixed lunch. 
Then Harry and Rick started out through the woods again. 

“This time we stay together,” Harry said, slapping Rick on the 
shoulder. “You had me worried. But I knew you’d come through.” 

“We'll be eating venison for a month.” 

“What we can’t use right away we'll dry.” Harry gave a short laugh. 
“This procedure to be followed in view of the fact that we neglected to 
bring our freezer along. How careless.” 

As the distance from camp increased they only talked in whispers, 
because voices would carry. They moved along a well-defined trail, 
cutting through a field of wild hay. Brush had overgrown an ancient 
horse-drawn hay baler. They crossed the creek half a dozen times, as 
it twisted its way down from the higher elevations. 


This time when they climbed to a shelf of rock that overlooked the 
whole area, they saw no trace of the smoke. 

“With no smoke to give us a bearing, we might wander all over this 
country,” Harry stated, “looking for that farmhouse.” 

“What now, Dad? Back to camp?” 

“We'll take a little detour. It would please your mother if we called 
on the Johnsons.” 

“He’s still got that revolver,” Rick reminded. 

“We'll take a chance. I'll go first and you stay twenty feet behind 
me. Just in case.” 

Again they crossed the creek and moved in a general direction 
toward the bridge they had destroyed. Finally they came upon the 
tracks of car and trailer. A hundred yards to the right was the spot 
where Harry had decided to abandon their trailer. 

They headed in that direction. Making sure Rick was a safe distance 
behind him, Harry cut for the trailer, approaching cautiously. He 
didn’t want to surprise Johnson and perhaps have the man mistake 
him for a deer. And decide on a little camp meat at the spur of the 
moment. 

As he crept forward he saw a shine of aluminum siding through a 
screening of greasewood. Then he saw the outline of the trailer itself. 
Behind it, slung between two saplings was a clothesline draped with 
wash. Harry had to smile to himself at the domestic scene. Despite 
great danger the wash had to hang. He thought of how in times past 
he might have come upon such a camp as this, and been invited for a 
cold beer. They’d discuss the fishing and perhaps talk baseball. 

Harry moved closer, seeing no sign of life. No sound came from the 
trailer. Maybe the Johnsons were taking a nap to pass the long hours, 
he thought. 

“Johnson,” Harry called. “It’s your friendly enemy—” 


He thought the banter might ease the strain between them. But 
when he heard no answer, Harry’s smile faded. 


“Dad, isn’t anybody home?” Rick called from behind him. 
“Something isn’t right here. I wonder—” 


CHAPTER 
Thirteen 


APPREHENSION tightened Harry’s stomach. There was nothing tangible 
to make him uneasy. Just a feeling. Such as he’d had in North Africa 
when you’d be marching along on the innocent-looking sand, and for 
no reason at all would sidestep a certain spot. And twice land mines 
had been found in the places Harry had avoided. 

“Rick, stay back,” he said, without turning around. 

Harry crossed into the clearing, and halted. The trailer door was 
slightly ajar. “Johnson!” he called. 

His voice floated into the deeper forest. The clothes on the line 
made fluttering wet sounds in the breeze. They hadn’t been hung out 
to dry for more than an hour, Harry judged. 

Talcing a deep breath, Harry gripped his rifle and advanced on the 
trailer. He reached the half-open door. Using the rifle barrel he 
opened the door wide. What he saw caused a look of horror and 
disbelief to cross his face. 

Ed Johnson lay on his back. Blue-gray scum had spilled from a neat 
black hole in the center of his forehead. Harry felt his stomach lurch. 
It had been a long time since he had seen a dead man; not since the 
corpses had lined the muddy trails in the Italian Alps. 

He heard hoarse breathing, and turned. Rick, whitefaced, was 
peering over his shoulder. And in the boy’s eyes was the shock that 
everyone experiences in the first contact with violent death. 

Rick licked his lips. “My God. We just talked to him—” 


Harry backed away from the trailer, closing the door. “We can’t 
help Johnson now. It’s his wife that worries me.” 

“Nobody’d harm a woman—” 

“We'd better search the woods first. Just in case the killer is around 
here.” 

They spent five minutes scouting the fringe of the camp. They found 
footprints. Fresh, from the looks of them, leading toward the west. 
When Harry and Rick turned back to the trailer again they found her. 

She lay hidden in the brush beyond one end of the clothesline. 
Lying on her back, head turned so they could see the two long 
scratches on her cheek. Twigs were tangled in her short red hair. 

Her clothing had been torn off. She wore only hiking shoes and 
white socks. A large bruise made a shadow between her breasts. A 


pretty, shapely woman in life, maybe. Not pretty now. Someone had 
brutally used their fists or some blunt instrument on her face. 

Harry knelt beside her. Felt for a pulse, even though he knew it was 
futile. She had been raped, that much was evident. Either while she 
lived or after she was dead. 

Trembling, he got to his feet. Rick stood to one side looking as if his 
knees might buckle. Harry put a hand on his son’s arm. “Steady, 
Rick.” 

“Who—who could do a thing like this?” 

“An animal. A human animal, Rick.” 

But Rick was gone. Harry heard the sounds of his sickness. He said 
nothing. He found Mrs. Johnson’s clothing a short distance away, 
ripped to pieces. He took some towels off the line and covered her. 


Turning away he hunted until he found the fresh tracks again. From 
the looks of them they had been made by three men. He was nearing 
the creek, following them, when Rick caught up to him. 

“Aren’t you going to bury the Johnsons?” Rick asked, his voice still 
a little shaky. 

Harry looked at him. Rick was wiping his mouth. “You all right, 
son?” 

“Yeah. I—I’m all right.” 

“T have a feeling,” Harry said, pointing at the footprints in the soft 
earth near the creek, “that these belong to some of the bunch at the 
farmhouse. I think we’d better take a look.” 

They started out, following the tracks. They lost them when they 
crossed a stretch of shale. But in the distance they finally saw a 
column of smoke. It took half an hour to reach their destination. 


CHAPTER 
Fourteen 


EVEN IN better days the farm obviously had not amounted to much. 
Rusted farm machinery was drawn up beside a barn that sagged into 
the wind. The roof was gone. An ancient outhouse lay on its side next 
to a mound of tin cans. 

The house needed paint. At the edge of the woods, adjoining a 
weed-grown yard Harry and Rick crouched. The house was two-story. 
One of the upstairs windows was boarded up. 

A blast of rock-and-roll music suddenly burst from the house, 
followed by raucous laughter. They could hear someone shouting 
gleefully, stomping the floor in time to the music. 

Leading the way Harry edged toward the front of the house. There 
he saw a pickup truck, pulled up before a flight of broken steps 
leading to a veranda. In black letters on the side of the truck was a 
sign: ED JOHNSON, HARDWARE. 

At that moment the front door banged open. A man picked his way 
down the broken steps toward the pickup truck. 

Harry felt Rick nudge him. “That’s the guy—” 

“I know,” Harry said bitterly. “Of all the neighbors we had to find 
practically next door.” 

It was the older of the three punks who had given them trouble on 
the highway. The one called Carl. 

Carl picked something out of the bed of the pickup, and went back 
into the house. 

Rick said, “They killed the Johnsons, didn’t they?” 

“Tt’s a good guess.” 

“What do we do now, Dad?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Don’t you think—” 

“T don’t think anything right now,” Harry broke in savagely. He was 
torn with worry. Their life had suddenly been complicated by a new 
threat to their existence. In Harry’s mind kept flashing a picture of the 
Johnson woman. And the knowledge of what had happened to her put 
small slivers of ice through his veins. 

“Let’s get back to the Johnsons.” He added thinly, “They’re waiting 
for us. God knows there’s no one else who cares what happens to them 
now.” 


“Pll dig the graves, Dad.” 

“We'll both do it.” 

As they moved back into the trees, the door of the farmhouse again 
opened. But this time Harry and Rick were deep in the woods, out of 
sight. 

Two men ambled a little drunkenly across the veranda. One of them 
wore a bulky bandage on his left shoulder. But he seemed to have the 
use of his arm. He was drinking from a bottle of whisky that he held 
in his left hand. It was the stocky one Rick had shot. The one named 
Mickey. 

The other one was his brother, Andy. He was slapping his thigh in 
time with the music that poured through the front window. When 
Andy decided his brother had had the bottle long enough he snatched 
it. Tilting back his head he drained the bottle and hurled it far out 
into the yard where it crashed against a rock. 

“A purty fine day, I say,” Andy said gleefully. “We found a store of 
whisky in the barn.” 

“And we had us a new woman,” Mickey muttered, and turned to 
look directly at the boarded-up window on the second floor. “I’m 
gettin’ tired of the one we got penned up there. She lays there like 
she’s already dead.” 

Andy chuckled. “Carl’s upstairs, puttin’ a little life in her right 
now.” 

They drove out in a rusted old Chevy, circling east toward the 
ruined bridge. 


Ann, kneeling beside the stream near camp, paused to brush back a 
lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead. Her hands dripped 
soapsuds. She was kneading dirty clothes on a flat rock. She glanced 
around. It was a beautiful day. Overhead through the interlacing tree 
branches she could see the intense blue of the sky. 

Beyond the shotgun which rested against a ledge of rock was the 
pile of clothes yet to be washed. Karen had wandered off somewhere. 

“Karen?” Ann called, looking about her. She was drawing a sheet 
from the stream, rinsing out the soap which drifted downstream, little 
puffs of icing on the surface of the shining water. High on a pine 
branch a jay made his raucous sounds of protest at her nearness. She 
wondered what time Harry and Rick would return. 

With the sheet carefully rinsed and waiting to be hung out to dry, 
Ann pulled a basket of underthings to the edge of the creek. Her knees 
were tired. She got up to stretch her legs, dark blond hair loose about 
her face. 


She saw no movement in the wall of greenery that enclosed her on 
three sides. Behind her was the cave. Tilting her head she tried to 
concentrate on any sounds. But the brawling of the creek erased every 
sound, save the occasional scream of the jay. 

Frowning, she looked at the cave, hoping to see her daughter. Karen 
would feel left out of things in not helping her mother with the wash. 
It had been a spur of the moment thing with Ann. The cave itself and 
the outer camping area were deserted. She saw their table, the boxes 
used as chairs. Peaceful scene. Summer campers, you might think, if 
you didn’t know that certain humans had risked their own existence to 
destroy a good portion of the world. 

“Karen,” she called again, and when there was no answer, a small 
worm of fear began to disturb her. 

She stared down at the mound of soapsuds eddying in the stream. 
Then she remembered; Karen had taken one of Harry’s trout poles and 
gone downstream to do some fishing. That explained her absence. But 
when Ann knelt down again on the flat rock to continue her washing, 
she still glanced about worriedly. 

A pair of panties, unnoticed by Ann, had slipped out of the tipped- 
up laundry basket. They were pink and at the elasticized band, in 
letters of darker pink, was spelled out: Monday. 

They moved swiftly when caught by the current. Around a bend, 
hung up momentarily on a projecting branch. Then they were 
streaking away, dipping over a natural dam of half-buried rock. Far 
out of Ann’s sight now. 

Some distance downstream a fluffy mound of soap bubbles was 
momentarily trapped against a fishing line dangling in the stream. A 
spinner glittered beneath the surface. The dripping line slanted from 
the end of one of Harry Baldwin’s best trout rods. 

Karen, idly holding the rod in one hand, was sprawled on the sandy 
stream bank, reading an article in one of her movie magazines. She 
was so deeply engrossed in the amours of a starlet that she did not 
notice the creek was occasionally flecked with soapsuds from her 
mother’s washing stream. 

Now she tried to concentrate on the starlet and her latest film which 
was opening next week in all the key movie houses across the country. 
Karen tried not to allow any thought as to the number of those 
theaters still intact to enter her mind. 

She wore yellow halter and shorts and sandals. There was high 
color in her face from the sun. Her arms and legs were still tanned 
from beach excursions this year. 

Downstream where the creek widened were a number of deep and 
placid pools. In one of these a fist-sized wad of pink cloth had become 


trapped on a half-submerged shelf of rock. 

From the brush appeared a hand. Stubby fingers hooked into the 
pink cloth. It was fished, dripping, from the stream. The hand 
belonged to Mickey. He stood on the bank. Frowning, he squeezed 
water from the cloth. Because of the shotgun pellets that had torn his 
shoulder, his left arm was stiffening. 

He hooked a forefinger in the waistband of the flimsy garment and 
let it fall into its proper shape. A grin broke across his sensual mouth. 

“Hey, Andy. Looky the fish I caught.” 

Andy came up to stare. He saw the Monday stitched across the 
panties. 

“One for every day in the week,” he chuckled, running a hand over 
his bleached hair. “I knew a gal had a set like these.” 

“Who you s’pose this belongs to?” 

Andy was staring at a frothy line of soapsuds being pushed lazily by 
the current. “Some gal washin’ out her dainties.” He laughed at his use 
of the word. 

Clutching the panties, Mickey said, “Let’s go have a look.” His eyes 
were eager. 

“Hell, this ain’t the end of the world, like some claim,” Andy said 
with a vicious smile. “This is just the beginning of the kind of world I 
like. I ain’t never had so much fun.” 

“Me neither.” 

“Anything you want, you just take.” 

“We better keep our voices down. We want to surprise her.” 

They crept along the bank, keeping to the screen of brush and trees. 
A jay dipped and screamed at them. 


CHAPTER 
Fifteen 


KAREN FINISHED her article and closed the fan magazine. She stared at 
the trout pole and the line that dipped into the water. Well, not even a 
bite. Fish just didn’t want to cooperate. She started to reel in the line, 
but the current had wedged the spinner between two rocks. 

“Oh darn,” she said. 

“Need a hand, honey?” 

Fear like a cold knife whipped into her. She spun. Not ten feet 
away, his stocky figure hunched a little, was one of the punks she had 
seen from the trailer window, still favoring his left arm. The one her 
brother Rick had winged with the shotgun. 

Coming to the balls of her feet, she was poised to flee. Another 
sound of movement caused her to look to her left. Flight downstream 
was blocked. This one was taller, his complexion sallow. The one 
called Andy. His gaze was hot and it lingered on her here and there. 
And at last lifted to her face. 

Panic paralyzed her vocal chords. Desperately she tried to think. 
She was blocked upstream and down. Behind her rose a green wall of 
brush and trees. Before she could claw her way through this they 
would catch her. And the same would happen if she tried to flee 
across the stream. 

She felt like a fox trapped by eager hounds. She remembered a 
painting in a book her aunt had given her. The fox, panting, and the 
dogs showing their fangs. And the red-coated men surging up on 
horseback. 

“Jeez,” Andy said, “this is prime stuff.” 

“Young.” Mickey held out the soaked panties. “These yours, 
honey?” 

She couldn’t reply. She just stared, feeling the blood leave her face. 

“Says ‘Monday’ on ’em,” Andy grinned. “Don’t know what day this 
is. Can’t remember. So days don’t mean nothing.” 

Mickey pointed at her yellow shorts. “What day you wearin’ under 
them?” 

Andy came toward her another step, arms wide to block any escape. 
All these things she saw clearly. She knew their intentions. Yet she 
couldn’t move. It was as if her brain had frozen. She could think, 
could reflect on her danger, but she could not decide what to do. 


Mickey let the wad of pink cloth fall to the ground. He kicked it 
toward her. It landed at her feet, covered with pine needles and dirt. 

And then the things her father had told her seemed to thaw a 
section of her consciousness. What to do if confronted by an enemy. 

“I know where there’s some food. There’s lots of it—” 

“Food, she says,” Mickey grunted. He closed in, his face slick with 
sweat. 

When they were within arm’s reach, she suddenly tore herself free 
of the fear that had rooted her to the creek bank. She whirled, trying 
to cross the stream. Her feet barely touched the water. Then she was 
hauled bodily to the bank. As her mouth opened Mickey sealed off her 
lips. The scream broke dully against the palm of his hand. She felt her 
feet lifted from the ground. They carried her, kicking, into the brush. 
Here an elbow was formed by waist-high boulders. 

Savagely she kicked at them. Andy, kneeling toward her, suddenly 
grunted with pain. His nose ran scarlet. Mickey flung himself down, 
pinning her. Dazed, she saw her yellow halter and shorts thrown high 
into the air. She saw them flutter to the ground like gunned birds. 

She lay, inert, her mind dull. Pain gradually drove from her the will 
to resist. 

“Smart, honey,” Mickey grunted as he finally passed her to Andy. 
“Gals that don’t fight don’t get hurt too much. Now that married one 
this morning—” 

“Shut up, Mickey. Hold her now for me.” 

The warm sand was grinding into her back. She could see the sky 
and some circling birds. Terror had iced her bloodstream. 

Finally, when they stopped to smoke a cigarette and contemplate 
their act, she found her voice. 

“Mama!” 

She tried to spring up, but they threw her back. 

And Mickey whispered, “You just never get enough, do you, baby?” 

Andy thought that was funny. He laughed. “She wants some more. 
How about that?” 


Ann, reaching into the tilted laundry basket for more clothes, heard 
the distant scream. Swiftly she rose, her heart pounding. 

“Karen!” she cried hoarsely. “Karen!” 

But there was no answer. Only the sounds of the creek, the silent 
woods that rose against the sky. Sharply she gazed in the direction the 
scream had come; from downstream. Maybe a quarter of a mile. 
Maybe farther. 


Wiping her soapy hands on her jeans, she whirled for the shotgun 
propped against a rock. Quickly she checked it as Harry had taught 
her to do. Both chambers were loaded. She snapped the weapon shut, 
locking it. Then she hurried south along the stream, moving silently in 
and out of the brush. Within a hundred yards branches tore at her 
hair, scratched her cheek. She felt them tear at her clothing. 

“Karen—Karen—” 

Suddenly she halted, knowing that the creek had covered the 
sounds of her approach. For she saw them then. Two of those men 
who had made a scene on the highway. Crumpled in the dust were 
Karen’s shorts and halter. 

She moved closer, gripping the shotgun. And now she could see 
Karen lying on the ground, a forearm across her eyes. The one called 
Mickey was getting to his feet. And he gestured to the slender one 
with the bleached hair. Andy, he was called. 

Andy stepped close, looking down at the prostrate girl, grinning. 

Ann’s lips opened to scream, but no sound came. 

Andy said something she could not hear. Both men laughed. Karen 
seemed past all caring. 

The evidence of what Andy intended doing was there before Ann’s 
eyes. 

She lifted the shotgun, closing her eyes. The butt plate slammed 
against her shoulder as she fired. Andy, who had been about to kneel 
down, sprang up, twisting around. His eyes wide with terror, he stared 
at Ann. 

Mickey had also spun. “A shotgun!” he cried. “Come on, let’s blow!” 

As both men burst out of the nest of boulders, heading for the 
protection of the woods, Ann’s eyes were filled with a cold rage. 
Taking careful aim, she did not close her eyes this time. She fired. But 
the pair ducked away, clawing into the brush, the pellets whipping 
into the trees over their heads. Even though both barrels had been 
emptied, the two punks kept on running. 


CHAPTER 
Sixteen 


THE LAST rock had been placed on the graves of Ed Johnson and his 
wife, to discourage the violation of the bodies by predators. A distant 
gunshot came racketing through the clear air. 

Harry went white. He straightened up from the grave. “A shotgun!” 
he cried. 

And as he and Rick snatched up their rifles, a second blast reached 
them. A shotgun meant Ann was in trouble, for the sounds had come 
from the general direction of camp. Wordlessly, father and son went 
crashing along the narrow brushy trail that would take them to the 
cave. 

All during the wild run the numerous possibilities of Ann and 
Karen’s trouble tore cruelly into Harry’s mind. Badly winded from the 
dash to camp, Harry slowed, noting that the place was deserted. He 
shouted for Ann, for Karen. Cave walls hurled the names back at him. 

Panic made him blind with rage. He had the foolish hope the 
shotgun blasts had possibly meant that a mountain lion had neared 
camp, drawn by the scent of the venison, that Ann had fired the gun 
to frighten him off. But this theory was quickly disproved by the 
absence of Ann and Karen from camp. 

Rick was pointing at the creek bank where a mound of scrubbed 
clothes was piled on a rock. Harry ran down, saw where Ann had been 
doing the washing. Her footprints were plain here in the sand. She 
had gone south along the stream. 

Waving for Rick to follow him Harry started off. “Ann!” Harry 
shouted every dozen steps or so. “Ann!” 

Apprehension made him clench his teeth so that his jaws ached. But 
at last when he called his wife’s name, he heard her muffled reply. 

“Harry. Over here.” Her voice sounded lifeless, and this in itself was 
frightening. 

As he burst into a clearing he saw Ann. She sat on the ground in a 
natural rock enclosure. Karen, wearing yellow halter and shorts, 
sobbed against Ann’s breast. 

“Its all right, dear,” Ann whispered. “It’s all right.” 

Harry slowed. Something in the way Ann’s eyes met his filled him 
with fear and anger. “What happened?” he asked, breathing hard. 

“Karen wandered off from camp. There were two men—” 


Harry knelt beside them. Karen looked around at him for an instant. 
Then she hid her face in embarrassment against her mother’s 
shoulder. 

Harry looked at Ann, his gaze hard. “Did they—hurt her?” 

Ann blinked at her tears, and nodded. Harry put out a forefinger to 
touch a bruise on Karen’s cheek. Then he looked around at Rick, who 
stood woodenly against the rocks, gripping the rifle. Rick’s knuckles 
were white. 

Harry put out a hand to smooth his daughter’s hair. “Kitten,” he 
whispered. 

Karen seemed to regain some of her composure. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” 

“That’s all right, baby—” Harry swept her up in his arms and 
carried her back to camp. When he had placed Karen on her sleeping 
bag he called Ann outside. 

“Tell me what happened,” he demanded quietly. “All of it.” 

She told how Karen had taken his trout pole and a movie magazine 
and gone off by herself. Then had come the scream. 

“Harry, I saw two men—” 

When she broke off Harry said impatiently, “Well? Describe them.” 

Ann stared down at her clenched hands. “They were the pair we 
had trouble with.” 

“There were three of them.” 

“Only two this time. Mickey and Andy, Karen said they called each 
other.” 

“T see.” The identity of the pair was not surprising. No, he was not 
surprised in the least. He stared in the direction of the distant 
farmhouse. If only he had not taken the time to bury a dead man and 
his dead wife. 

He returned to the cave where Rick was trying to console his sister. 
But he seemed unable to find the right words. Harry sat down on the 
bed of boughs and cradled Karen. 

“Poor baby—poor little baby.” 

“Oh, Daddy—” Karen’s arms flew about his neck. 

“We love you, Kitten—” 

Karen lost herself in quiet, desperate tears. 

And finally when his daughter had cried herself out, Harry rose. He 
reloaded the shotgun and dropped extra shells into his pocket. He put 
a revolver and rifle on a box where Ann could reach them if she 
needed to defend herself. 

Wordlessly Ann watched her husband coldly make his preparations. 
Rick came up, rifle under his arm. 


“Dad, Pm going with you.” 

For a moment Harry considered. Then he said, “All right. I guess 
we're equally concerned with this.” 

When they stepped to the cave mouth Ann was waiting, her eyes 
determined. “It also concerns me, Harry. I want to go with you—” 

“No!” 

Harry slapped her lightly on the arm, tried to grin. But there was no 
humor left in him. He jogged off down the trail, Rick silently in his 
wake. 

As he moved swiftly, Harry Baldwin faced one startling fact. He 
found himself fully prepared for this return to the law of the claw and 
the fang. A female of his household had been ravished. And he could, 
as a result, coldly contemplate the destruction of those responsible for 
the act. 


When he judged they were a half mile from the farmhouse Harry 
said that from here on out they’d move cautiously. There was no way 
of knowing how many men had taken refuge at the place. When they 
came up through the woods they saw no sign of movement at the 
house. It looked no different than it had on their first inspection 
earlier in the day. Harry glanced at the sky. They had a good two 
hours of daylight, he judged. A rock-and-roll tune began booming 
from the house. 

As they edged toward the front he did not see Ed Johnson’s white 
pickup parked where it had been on their previous visit. 

Harry cut for a rim of hills to the north of the house. From this 
vantage point they studied the layout below. The music was fainter 
now. Still the same yard littered with rusted farm machinery, the 
same sagging porch, the upstairs window boarded up. 

“I want you to cover me, Rick,” Harry told his son. “All the way. I 
brought the shotgun because I don’t intend to miss.” 

“I understand, Dad.” 


“This is the third chance we’ve had at these rats. Let’s make it the 
last.” 


Rick was hunched down behind a screening of shin oak, watching 
the house. From here they could see the rusted Chevy the trio had 
used during the initial encounter on the mountain highway. It was 
pulled up on the far side of the house. 

“There’s enough machinery and junk in the yard to give us cover,” 
Harry said. “Until we get close.” 

They began inching their way down the slope. Halfway across the 
yard the music stopped. Harry ducked behind an old farm wagon, 
with the wheels missing. He gestured for Rick to get down beside him. 


“You think they spotted us, Dad?” Rick whispered. 

“If they have, they’re not letting us know about it,” Harry answered. 
He strained his gaze at the house. Still no sign of life. Only the beat-up 
old car at the side of the house. Not even the music now. 

Harry held his breath, feeling a chill at the back of his neck. If there 
were enough men at the house somebody could slip out and come up 
behind them— 

But at that moment the music started banging away again, with the 
sounds of somebody yelling and stomping the floor in time. As they 
left the shelter of the wagon, Harry felt a nerve twitch in his cheek. 

He began to wish that he hadn’t brought Rick. That he’d made this 
his own show, instead of exposing his son. Yet he knew there was no 
other way. He needed Rick to keep them off his back. All he wanted 
was to see them. He’d take care of the rest. 


CHAPTER 
Seventeen 


HUNCHED OVER, they ran for the back door. The steps leading to a 
narrow rear porch had sagged. Harry wondered if they would support 
their weight. Only four steps, then the porch. And across this was a 
solid door. Probably leading to the kitchen, he reasoned. 

Short of the porch they took shelter behind some barrels. Harry 
could hear Rick’s tense breathing. 

Lifting his head Harry studied the house. The record was finished, 
and without music the place seemed unusually quiet. Yet, as he 
paused there, he could hear a murmur of voices beginning to seep 
from the house. 

Harry leaned to Rick’s ear. “Pll move in. Be right behind me. Watch 
those windows.” 

Ducking low Harry scampered toward the rear wall of the house. 
There he flattened himself, listening. The back of his shirt was damp 
with cold sweat. The sound of voices was louder now, but he couldn’t 
make out what was being said. 

Motioning to Rick, Harry started up the rear steps. He could feel 
them sag under his weight. He heard Rick panting behind him. They 
reached the porch. Harry put his ear to the solid door. Two men were 
talking. He looked the door over, found a crack in a weathered panel. 
Putting his eye to this he looked into an old fashioned kitchen-parlor. 
At a round oaken table lounged Mickey and Andy. Beyond them was a 
wood stove and to one side a sink and drain-board. 

Mickey worked his left arm, grimacing. “That dame kicked me, 
damn her.” 

“By the way,” Andy said, looking up from the record stack. “Better 
not tell Carl about her. If he knows we went out on our own— Well, 
he’ll go psycho ’cause he wasn’t in on it.” 

Mickey was feeling his bad shoulder. “Carl sure likes to pull that 
trigger, don’t he? For kicks. Like those people in the trailer.” 

“Yeah. Carl likes to shoot, all right.” 

“Tve been thinking, Andy. We oughta take a walk on him.” 

“One of these days, sure.” Andy gave a squeal of laughter. “I bet we 
could do all right on our own.” 

“Maybe even better.” Mickey seemed to forget about his arm. He 
smiled, then burst out laughing. “Imagine that gal. Asking us if we 


wanted food!” 

Laughter from both men rolled around the big kitchen. 

Harry drew back from the crack in the door. “That’s them,” he 
whispered to a pale and angry Rick. 

Drawing back his right foot, Harry aimed at a spot just below the 
lock. Then he kicked, hard, the flat of his foot crashing against the 
panel. The door flew inward. 

For one second the pair at the table were rigid with surprise. Then 
Mickey gave a yelp of alarm. Kicking himself out of his chair he 
brought up a rifle that had been on the floor beside him. But before he 
could fire, Harry cut loose with the first charge in his shotgun. The 
right side of Mickey’s face was blown away. He fell without a sound. 

Andy, bringing a revolver up from the waistband of his jeans, had 
no chance to use it. Coldly Harry Baldwin squeezed the second trigger 
of his lethal weapon. Another blast of orange-red flame cut across the 
room. Andy took the full impact in his belly. It slammed him against 
the wall, where he hung for a moment, already dead. His feet slid out 
from under him. He fell, half under the table. 


As the echoes of the gunshots died, the house seemed strangely still. 
Harry strained, listening for any overt sound. But there seemed to be 
nothing. The place might as well have been a tomb. And it was, in a 
way, holding the two dead men. Not men, punks. Harry did not even 
look at them lying there in the mess his shotgun had made of them. 
With Rick behind him with the rifle, he reloaded. They searched the 
rest of the downstairs. The front room held a sofa and overstuffed 
chairs. A blackened fireplace took up one end of the room. 

“They must have been alone, Dad,” Rick said. 

Harry nodded. “Feel a little sick, son?” 

“No,” Rick answered evenly. “They got what was coming to them 
for what they did—did to Karen.” His voice broke and he looked 
away. 

At first Harry thought he had been partially deafened by the blasts 
in the narrow confines of the downstairs. That he might miss any 
sounds that could warn them of danger. 

Then he heard something. A scraping sound. 

Rick pointed toward the ceiling. “Coming from upstairs, Dad,” he 
whispered. 

At the far end of the room a steep stairway rose to the second floor. 
There was no carpeting on the treads. No way to silence their climb, 
with their feet scraping on raw wood. 

A long hallway bisected the upper floor. Halting, Harry tightened 
his grip on the shotgun. His hands were slick with sweat. He tried to 


hear the sound again. But there was only silence now. Three bedrooms 
with doors open, furnished poorly. The fourth door was closed. The 
sound came again from behind this door. Gingerly he tried the knob. 
The door was locked. Again he drew back his foot. But this lock 
seemed tougher than the one downstairs. It took two tries before he 
managed to kick in the door. 

As the door crashed inward, furniture piled against it went flying. 
He leaped into the room, shotgun swinging to cover anything that 
might move. He saw a chest of drawers, a cracked mirror. It was so 
dim in the room he could hardly see. This was the room with the 
boarded window they had seen from the yard. 

Gradually his eyes became accustomed to the dimness. He saw a 
streamer of dust rise across a shaft of sunlight between the boards that 
covered the window. Rick was nudging him. 

Harry turned to stare. A white bedstead with peeling paint was 
shoved against the far wall. On the bed huddled a girl. A little older 
than Karen, was the thought that crossed Harry’s mind. He was so 
startled at seeing her that he stood stiffly, unable to speak. 

The girl had shoulder-length dark hair. She wore only a slip. She 
was kneeling on the bed, the bedclothes pulled to her throat. 

As she stared in terror, Harry said, “We won’t hurt you.” 

But his assurance did not lessen the sheer panic in her hazel eyes. 
He looked around, his eyes now accustomed to the shadows. The 
window glass had been smashed, the curtains ripped down. Someone 
had climbed a high ladder outside to nail some two by sixes across the 
window. 


Covered by Rick, Harry checked the closet. It was empty. Not even a 
ragged dress hung there. He looked under the bed. But neither did 
that provide a hiding place. 


Getting up he brushed off his knees. “How many men live here?” he 
asked the girl. 


But she just looked at him blankly. 


“Answer me!” Harry snapped. He crossed the room to stand before 
her. “How many men?” he repeated. 

She seemed dull, apathetic now that some of her fear had 
apparently diminished. “Three men—sometimes more.” 

Harry regarded her thinly. “Know anybody named Carl?” 

She nodded. “Yes. His friends are Mickey and Andy—” 

“They were his friends. Where’s Carl?” 

The girl shook her dark head. “I don’t know. He comes and goes 
when he likes.” Her lips trembled, and tears spilled across her cheeks. 

“Youre Carl’s girl?” 


“Oh, God no!” she cried. 

Harry regarded her with compassion now. “How did you get here?” 

“T used to live here. It was my grandparents’ farm. My folks came up 
when the bombs went off. Those men—they killed my mother and 
father. And my brother—” Her eyes in a stone face seemed overly 
bright. And Harry realized that she was almost immobile with shock. 

Rick said gently, “What’s your name?” 

His voice seemed to frighten her. She scurried across the bed to 
flatten herself against the wall. In her terror she had forgotten to cover 
herself with the bedclothes. She was tall, shapely in a white tailored 
slip. 

Rick said again, “Tell me your name.” 

“Hayes. Marilyn Hayes.” 

Harry had been studying her. “You’d better get some clothes and 
clear out—” 

Rick said quietly, “Dad—” 

Something about the insistent way Rick looked at him finally 
reached Harry. He turned to the girl. “All right. Get dressed. We’ll take 
you with us.” 

“They took my clothes so I couldn’t get away.” 


“Then we’ll find your clothes,” Harry stated, and turned for the 
door. 

When Marilyn did not move, Rick said, “We’re going to help you.” 

Suddenly she lunged at Rick, trying to snatch his rifle. In stepping 
back to avoid her clawing nails, Rick stumbled over one of the fallen 
chairs. Frantically he tried to retain his balance. But her soft weight 
was a fury. It was Harry who pried her off Rick and threw her across 
the bed. 

Marilyn’s mouth trembled as she stared up from the bed in terror. 
And Harry knew that she did not seem to realize they intended her no 
harm. He could guess what she had been through, locked up with the 
likes of the dead pair downstairs and Carl, and the Lord knew how 
many others. Her eyes said that she fully expected him to attack her, 
too. 

“Don’t touch me!” she finally managed to cry. 

“Can’t you understand, Marilyn?” Rick was saying. “We aren’t going 
to hurt you. You’re to come with us. My mother and sister will look 
after you.” 

In a downstairs closet Harry found the girl’s clothes. They were 
dumped on the floor. He snatched up a blouse and a pair of slacks and 
some walking shoes. There was no time to take anything else. She 


could wear some of Karen’s things. 

Before bounding up the stairs he looked through all the windows, 
trying to see if anyone approached. But the yard was empty. The two 
dead men still lay in the kitchen. 

When he had given Marilyn the clothes, he said, “Hurry and dress. 
We can’t stay here.” 

Giving her the clothes seemed to be the reassurance she needed. At 
least her face lost some of its fear. 

At the door Harry looked back. “Quickly, or we’ll have to leave 
you.” 

“TIl go with you,” she said. 

“We'll wait for you downstairs,” Harry told her. When they were 
descending the stairs, he said, “Rick, I think we’d better get rid of our 
friends in the kitchen.” 

“What’ll we do with ’em?” Rick wanted to know. 

“The barn. We don’t have time to dig graves. Maybe Carl will think 
these two left with the girl.” 

Each dragged a body down the back steps and across the yard. In 
the barn, a stack of moldy hay provided cover for the bodies. 

In the kitchen Harry wondered about the bloodstains on the floor. It 
would take a lot of scrubbing to get rid of them. The stack of 
phonograph records on the table provided the answer. He scattered 
them haphazardly over the floor. 

“Let Carl think they sort of lived it up before they pulled out. 
Anyway, it'll throw him off balance.” He picked up a half-filled fifth of 
whisky from the table and emptied the contents on the floor. An odor 
of raw whisky flooded the room. 


When he threw the empty bottle in a corner he saw that Marilyn 
was in the doorway, staring white-faced at the floor. 

“T heard the shots. It frightened me.” Her gaze lifted to Harry’s face. 
“Mickey and Andy were down here. You—you killed them?” 

“Yes. Come on, let’s go.” 

“Tm not sorry after what—what they did to me.” 

Harry saw her take one last look at the floor. Then she followed 
them out. Dark-haired, with a mountain tan. Pale, but seemingly 
under control now. In this burned-out world she might also survive; 
perhaps she was made of the same stuff as Ann. And Karen. 

They slipped into the woods, the girl between them. When they 
were forced to push through walls of brush it was Rick who broke the 
way for her. And he steadied her when the trail climbed and there 
were high boulders to cross. 


Harry took a final look at the farmhouse. Still no sign of life. If he 
could have been sure only Carl alone would return, he might have 
risked waiting to settle this thing once and for all. But Carl might not 
be alone. He had the lives of Rick and Marilyn to consider now. 


CHAPTER 
Eighteen 


Ir was dark when they neared camp. Harry saw no lights. He 
experienced a shaft of fear. Then Ann called out to him from the 
darkness and he answered her. And it gave him a measure of relief to 
see that the sounds of their approach had caused Ann to pick up a rifle 
and challenge them. This was good. They couldn’t be too careful from 
now on. 

He had no worries concerning Ann and Karen’s acceptance of 
Marilyn. They went out of their way to try and make the girl feel at 
home. Home, such as it was, he thought wryly. However, the presence 
of Ann and her daughter only seemed to push Marilyn deeper into her 
shell. 

Karen put out her hand. Marilyn took it reluctantly. To Harry she 
seemed always poised for flight. One wrong move, one wrong word 
would send her running. 

Later, Harry saw Karen by the creek. “Thanks for accepting her so 
readily. I hope—” 

Karen looked at him. “Your voice is hard. As if—as if you think it 
was my fault.” Her voice broke. Harry stood with mouth open as his 
daughter ran into the cave. 

Blame her for what? he asked himself. Then he shook his head in 
bafflement. There was no use trying to cope with the moods of 
women. Even his own daughter was a mystery. Maybe he had spoken 
a little brusquely, he decided. But hell, he was under a strain. Didn’t 
Karen understand? And on top of that there was the outrage she’d 
been subjected to by Mickey and Andy. Just how did a father discuss 
this? In normal times he would have the time to plan his speech; to 
tell her that nothing had really touched her. That nothing mattered 
but her. But now he was responsible for her very life. Damn it, a man 
just didn’t have the time to make a production out of everything! 

Depression rode his shoulders. Most of the night he was awake. In 
the morning he was slumped tiredly on a rock at the edge of camp 
when he heard Ann approach. Many things had been on his mind 
during the night. Now with the sun bright and golden against the 
greenery, boredom was beginning to clamp down on him. What did a 
man do day after day? Just sit and wait for someone to try and put a 
hole in his skull from the shelter of a tree or rock outcropping? 

“Harry, what’s the matter?” Ann said, kneeling beside him. 


He looked at the rifle across his lap, knowing full well what 
troubled him. He had refused to face up to it until now. 

He put a hand over the barrel of the lethal weapon. “I killed two 
men—” 

“T also tried to kill them, Harry. I wanted to. I wasn’t a good enough 
shot, that’s all.” 

“It isn’t the killing that bothers me. It’s the fact that I felt no 
reluctance to kill. No remorse when the deed was done.” Sunlight 
touching the shaving mirror nailed to a nearby tree hurt his eyes. He 
turned his head. “I looked for the worst in others, and found it in 
myself.” 

She placed her hand on his knee. “You’re not as far gone as you’d 
like to think,” she said gently. “Bringing Marilyn here was kind and 
good.” 

He made a vague gesture. “Even that was Rick’s idea.” 


Restlessly he paced the camp. When he went to inspect the venison 
he was trying to cure, he found it full of worms. He buried it. Maybe 
there would come a time when wormy or not they’d relish it. But 
hunger had not yet driven them to this extreme. 

A hawk on stiffened wings, caught the air currents above distant 
pines. Seeing the hawk make him think of wild game. Maybe Rick 
would have luck with the traps he had set out. There was a book on 
trapping in the trailer, and he wondered if Rick had brought it to 
camp. Thinking of the trailer brought the Johnsons, husband and wife, 
into his consciousness. Both dead. Buried near the trailer that had 
brought the Baldwin family from the Los Angeles suburb of Wheaton 
to this lonely place called Shibe’s Meadow. 

And not too far from the graves of Johnson and his wife was a 
farmhouse, where he had, in cold blood, shot down two men. Riddling 
them with buckshot. Oh, they deserved the attention of Harry 
Baldwin, executioner, for what they had done to his daughter. An eye 
for an eye— Perhaps this was the only version of justice that made 
sense. 

This morning Karen only came out of the cave to eat breakfast. 
Later, Harry asked Ann about their daughter. 

“Surviving the ordeal,” Ann said gravely. “That’s about all.” 

“I don’t seem to be able to communicate with her. I tried to talk to 
her when we brought Marilyn, but she—” Harry pushed a hand across 
his forehead. “I—I don’t know, there just seems to be a barrier 
between us. At first, after the experience, she responded, but then—” 

“She'll be all right.” Ann clasped her hands, looking around at the 
cave where Karen and Marilyn were making the beds. “Karen will 


never forget what happened to her. But she will learn to live with it.” 

“T wonder—the way she acts—” 

“Frankly, she’s more worried about you than herself.” 

“About me?” Her statement surprised him. “She’s the one who went 
through the experience. I didn’t.” 

Ann allowed a faint smile to touch her lips. “That’s how women are, 
Harry.” Then she said urgently, “Go to her, Harry. It’s terribly 
important to both of you.” 

Harry’s face softened. Shifting the rifle under his arm, he walked to 
the cave. The sound of his footsteps seemed to frighten Marilyn. She 
whipped around, at bay, like some wild thing. Then she recognized 
him, and some of the terror left her eyes. With no expression on her 
face, she walked stiffly out of the cave. 


As Harry stood with his daughter, he felt a new awkwardness 
between them. Karen was folding a blanket. 

He cleared his throat. “Do you blame me for what happened? I 
wasn’t here to protect you.” 

She placed the folded blanket on her sleeping bag. “If there is any 
blame,” she said, facing him, “it’s mine. I shouldn’t have left camp—” 
She tried to smile. “No, I don’t blame you, Daddy.” 

He thought of the shifting personality of this daughter of his; one 
moment still a child, the next instant having her feet planted solidly in 
womanhood. She was a woman now. Her face composed, no outward 
sign of the emotional experience that had befallen her. He wondered if 
she knew he had killed the two men responsible. 

Harry patted her shoulder. “I think sometimes parents worry too 
much about their kids. When the showdown comes, they have more 
steel than we give them credit for.” 

“Thank you, Daddy, for saying that.” 

He kissed her cheek and then climbed to a promontory above the 
cave, where he could see for some distance. Nothing moved, save the 
tops of the trees stirring under the breeze. 

At mid-day Karen and Marilyn went to a secluded spot in the creek 
and bathed. When they returned, their faces shining, Ann saw that 
Marilyn had pulled her hair back and tied it with a ribbon. Somehow 
it gave the girl a new dignity. 

“It’s getting time to eat,” Ann announced. “Marilyn, you can help, if 
you will.” 

She knew what both girls needed was a sense of responsibility, 
something to take their minds off the ugliness that had touched their 
lives. Savagery that could only come to pass in a culture reverting to 
the primitive. As had happened so many times in history; soldiers of 


invading armies, and the women they took for themselves in captured 
cities. 

Marilyn was crouched at the camp stove, about to light it so the 
noon meal could be heated. 

“I like your hair that way, Marilyn,” Ann said, and extended a hand 
to touch her head. 

The brush of Ann’s fingertips across her hair brought Marilyn to her 
toes. Panic deepened in her eyes at the unexpected touch of another’s 
hand. 

“Marilyn, don’t be afraid of me—” 

Ann’s calm voice seemed to soothe the girl. “It isn’t you I’m afraid 
of.” A little color returned to her cheeks as she lighted the fire. 

Watching her, Ann thought, She really is an attractive girl. In 
normal times she would have boyfriends and— Ann’s thoughts 
darkened. In normal times? When if ever would the world return to 
normal? 

Later in the day Marilyn sat alone, brooding, as Ann and Karen 
made inventory of their supplies. 

On a rocky slant to one side of the cave, Harry cleaned the shotgun. 
Rick was crossing the camp, tall, confident, walking like a man, Harry 
thought with a little tug of pride. Not a boy now, interested only in his 
hot rod club. 

Marilyn had just finished tying her dark hair at the back of her 
neck. Rick said, “Hi.” 

Marilyn looked at him tentatively. “Hi,” she said in a dead voice. 

“Pm going to inspect my rabbit traps. Dad says the venison is 
spoiled. We need fresh meat.” He grinned. “Pd like you to come 
along.” 

Marilyn put aside her comb, hesitating as if she thought he meant 
her harm. 

Rick lifted a hand. “Come on, it’ll do you good.” 

Some inner struggle seemed to be pulling the girl apart. But Rick 
held his grin and perhaps that melted her. She said she would go with 
him. 

Obviously pleased, Rick fairly bounded over to the tree where he 
had leaned his rifle. Whistling, he set off along the creek trail, Marilyn 
at his side. 

As they walked, Rick tried to talk about the weather. He 
commented on a chipmunk that darted across their path. He 
mentioned the sounds made by the creek as it dashed wetly against 
some jagged rocks. These were safe subjects. You didn’t say, “Do you 
dig algebra?” or “How’d your school do in football?” or, “Do you go to 


many dances?” These subjects pertained to a world that was gone. 
Who needed higher mathematics in order to survive? All you needed 
was a loaded gun. Who knew about dances or football? These subjects 
made you think of friends, probably dead. Rick felt a tightening in his 
throat. 

Glancing at Marilyn, he saw that a lock of black hair had fallen 
against her cheek. He wanted so much to feel its softness with his 
fingers. 

“The sky is sure blue today,” he said. Another of the safe subjects. 
She had made no reply to any of them. She didn’t reply to this one. 

They came to the first trap and he carefully parted the brush where 
the steel-mesh affair had been covered. It was empty. Disappointed, he 
replaced it and got up, brushing dirt from his knees. 

“Maybe we'll have more luck,” he smiled. 

She did not meet his eyes, but moved with him along the trail. 

The next trap, in a glade surrounded by pines, was also empty. Rick 
tried to make a joke of it. “Wed starve if it wasn’t for canned tuna.” 

Marilyn was staring at the trap Rick was burying under a mantle of 
twigs. 

“T feel sorry for anything trapped,” she said, her voice choked with 
emotion. “I know how it feels.” 

Rick was a little worried she might start to cry, and he wondered 
what to do. He saw that she clenched her hands so tightly at her sides 
that the knuckles were white. He had the feeling she spoke of herself 
when referring to anything trapped. She’d been a virtual prisoner at 
the farmhouse. They had even nailed planks over her broken window. 

Poor kid! 

Impulsively he put out his hands, felt her soft shoulders. He drew 
her against him. For an instant she responded. Then her body went 
rigid. Whirling out of his grasp, she backed up, the old fear bright in 
her eyes. 

But he pretended not to notice, saying over his shoulder that there 
was another trap to look at. For a minute he thought she wouldn’t 
follow him. Then he heard the scuff of her shoes behind him. He 
smiled to himself. 

At the next trap her eyes darted from bush to tree, as if expecting 
someone to jump out at her. And Rick was pleased to note that she 
kept close to him. As if he might be her only protector in a world gone 
mad. He felt suddenly warm and very much a man. 

Suddenly straight ahead something moved. His rifle snapped up. But 
it was only a rabbit, nosing near the trap. Quickly he warned her to 
silence. They watched the small animal approach the wire mesh trap. 


But some sound caused it to dart back into the brush. 

They started walking again, the trail here so narrow that at times he 
felt her soft hair brush his cheek as she ducked low hanging tree 
limbs. Stirred by Marilyn’s nearness, he slipped an arm around her 
waist. 

“Marilyn, I—” He was drawing her against him again. And she came 
willingly, her eyes soft. 

At the last minute fear darted across her face. She pulled away from 
him, her breasts rising and falling. 

Rick knew the moment was gone, but he tried to joke about his own 
deficiencies as a woodsman. “I’m not much of a trapper,” he grinned. 
“Not one rabbit.” The way she stared made him uneasy. “Look, I’m not 
going to hurt you.” 

A fallen pine needle was a sliver of green on her dark hair. Turning, 
she said hoarsely, “I’m going back to camp—” 

“But I should re-set the traps—” But she was already hurrying back 
along the trail, a fine figure of a girl, he thought. “Wait and Ill go 
with you!” he called. 

“No!” she cried over her shoulder. 


Although she didn’t want him to walk with her, he managed to keep 
her in sight. As he neared camp his face was a picture of dejection. 


CHAPTER 
Nineteen 


BEFORE BREAKFAST, two days later, with dawn spread warmly across the 
campsite, Harry and Rick shared a small mirror fastened to the trunk 
of a tree. 

Harry was rubbing the last of the brushless lather on his face. “How 
are you and Marilyn getting along?” 

“All right, I guess.” Rick was fitting a new blade in his razor. As he 
tightened the razor he looked across the clearing at the girl. She sat on 
a rock, chin in hand, apart from Ann and Karen. Karen was helping 
Ann prepare breakfast. 

Harry, noticing the glum look on his son’s face, said, “It’ll take a 
long time for her to forget what happened. You have to remember 
that.” 

“I suppose.” 

Harry shaved one side of his face. And when Rick stepped in for a 
look at the mirror, Harry said, “She’ll come around.” 

When they finished shaving Ann gave Harry a worried look. “We 
haven’t heard a thing over the radio. Isn’t it time for another 
broadcast?” 

Harry approached the cave, shaving kit under one arm, transister 
radio held high. He twisted the dial, but there was only a power hum. 
No broadcast at all. 

It was then that Ann gave a grim report. “The butane tank is 
empty.” 

“This soon?” Rick groaned. 

Harry rubbed his cheek where the razor had burned. “I’m not 
surprised. It means we’ll have to have open fires now.” He shot Rick a 
look. “It also means firewood. That’ll be your department, Rick.” 

“Well, thanks a lot,” Rick grunted. Then his face changed. “But, 
Dad, an open fire will be like a neon sign after dark.” 

“T realize that.” 

“You know who I’m thinking of.” 

Harry nodded grimly. “Carl.” He drew Rick aside. “We’re going to 
have to split the days and the nights up in shifts. One of us must 
always be on guard. Even more than before.” 

“Guess you're right, Dad.” 

“Tt won’t be easy, but I see no other way. Carl can spot our smoke in 


the daytime. And the fireglow at night. And so far as we know, he 
may not be the only skunk loose in these mountains.” As Ann came 
by, Harry grinned at her. “Fresh towel, woman,” he said, holding out 
his hand. 


“At your service, your majesty,” she curtsied and got Rick and Harry 
fresh towels. “You two look like you’re having a council of war.” 

“In a manner of speaking,” Harry replied, wiping the rest of the 
lather from his face. 

When he tried the radio again he heard a string quartet playing a 
Strauss waltz. Somehow just hearing the music lifted their spirits. All 
save Marilyn. She still seemed to be in some chaotic world of her own. 


The music suddenly came to a halt. An announcer’s voice cut in: 
“Authorities report that many areas are responding to discipline, but 
effective control has not yet been established in many rural and 
mountain sections of this state. People in such areas are urged to 
maintain caution and vigilance. Emergency centers are operating in 
the following towns and cities—for San Diego and vicinity—Los 
Angeles—Malibu—Thousand Oaks and Ventura, Southern portions of 
the Sierra Nevada range—Wheaton—” 

“That’s our town!” Ann cried. “Wheaton. Did you hear that, 
Marilyn?” 

The girl did not look around. 

As the announcer went on naming other centers where emergency 
headquarters had been set up, Rick beamed. 


“Tt means we can go home!” he cried excitedly. 

Karen was clapping her hands together. “Daddy, how far are we 
from Wheaton?” 

“Not too far, by way of Clinton— Wait a minute—” He hushed 
them, for the announcer was speaking again. 

“Bands of marauders are on many secondary roads, and all citizens 
are warned to be on their guard.” 

The station signed off. Harry switched off the transistor and slipped 
it into his pocket. 

Ann looked anxious. “We can leave, can’t we, Harry?” 

Karen was dancing around in a circle. “Civilization, people—” Then 
her face suddenly crumpled. She flung a forearm across her eyes, her 
shoulders shaking. 

Ann turned to her daughter. “Karen, what is it?” 

“People, I said. It means friends who are dead. Schools that are only 
piles of rubble—” Her mouth trembled. “And the Karen Baldwin that 
once was me.” She laughed shrilly. “Some civilization—” 


Turning, she ran blindly and fell across her sleeping bag. 

When Ann started to go to her Harry shook his head. “Let her cry it 
out. It’s what she needs. A lot has happened to her—” He broke off. 
There was no need to remind each other of the ugly episode. They 
both knew how deeply it had scarred their daughter. 

Ann looked hopeful. “We’ll get her to Wheaton. Away from this 
place where it—it happened. She’ll be all right then, Harry.” 

“Ann, listen—” 

“Even if everything is destroyed, we have to face reality. I realize 
that now, Harry.” 

“We’re not leaving here,” he said firmly. 

“But, Harry, they told us we could—” 

“If we had to. In any emergency.” 

Surprised, she waved a hand at the cave, the dwindling pile of 
supplies. The butane stove, unworkable now, the weapons, the boxes 
of ammunition. “Don’t you call this an emergency? Why can’t we go?” 

“There’s a lot of country road between here and Wheaton.” 

“So what, Harry? So what? We made it here. We can make it back.” 

“This is different.” When Harry started away, Ann blocked him. 

“Tell me, Harry. Just why can’t we go?” 

“You heard the announcer. He spoke of marauders. We’ve already 
had more than our share.” 

“T don’t see—” 

“The roads could be crawling with them.” 

“You mean we are safer here?” Her laughter was shaky. “Safe— 
here? Look what happened to Karen. And to Marilyn. And to the 
Johnsons—” 

“The Johnsons! How did you know about them?” 

“Rick let it slip. He didn’t tell me in so many words, but I knew by 
the look on his face that they were dead.” 

“Then you can understand my reluctance to leave. Here we are 
reasonably safe. If we move— Well, I don’t want my family to end up 
like the Johnsons.” He placed his hands on her shoulders, trying to 
make her understand this position. “I have some measure of control 
here. But not out there—on the road to Wheaton.” The way she 
looked at him, hurt and unbelieving, shortened his temper. “Now just 
leave me alone,” he snapped. 

Ann seemed to realize the futility of pushing him now. He was sorry 
he’d spoken to her in such a way. Sorry she had to learn about the 
Johnsons. But he supposed it was inevitable she find out. She had 
taken it well. She had not cracked. He’d give her credit for that. She 


was a strong woman. As his daughter was strong. He could not blame 
Ann for being disappointed in not being able to return to Wheaton. 
But it was his responsibility. His alone. 

So far, they had been extremely fortunate. Now was not the time to 
move out. He wanted to wait, to see how things shaped up before 
abandoning their shelter. They might not find another. At least here 
they knew where they stood. They knew the dangers they faced. Out 
there on back roads they could be overwhelmed. And the addition to 
their caravan of another attractive female, in the person of Marilyn, 
would further complicate their position. 

With the first fear of bombs and fallout now in the past, the thugs 
would be braver than before. They’d risk more to get such prized 
possessions. 

Rick was scowling at him. Harry said, “We stay here. So let’s make 
our minds up to it. IIl give the word when we pull out.” 


“Okay, Dad,” Rick said, shrugging. “I guess you’re the boss.” 


During the next two days Harry felt the increasing pressures of 
unknown danger. For some reason that evening, after dinner, the 
forest seemed more ominous than ever. Probably it was the fact that 
he and Rick had run headlong into violence; the taking of human 
lives. Since then they had split up the night watch between them, Rick 
taking over until midnight. Then it was Harry’s shift until morning. 

From the edge of camp Harry studied the bank of dark trees, 
listening to the muted sounds of the creek. Perhaps the night seemed 
threatening to him because the moon was down. And in the intense 
darkness shadows appeared more menacing. 

And it was a further hazard to their safety that now they had to 
cook by open fire. The glow could be seen for miles. There was no 
telling the type of scavenger it might attract from the shadows. 

As he considered their position he felt a watery coldness in his 
stomach. Two shots from ambush could account for Harry Baldwin 
and son. The three women would then be vulnerable. 


A clatter of plastic plates caused Harry to look around. Marilyn was 
stacking clean plates that Karen had dried. She carried them to a 
storage box just inside the cave. A few feet away Rick sat cross-legged 
on the ground. He got up now and followed Marilyn into the cave. 


When Karen finished drying the dishes she came over to where her 
father was studying the fringe of woods beyond the camp. 


Karen nodded toward the cave. “I think Rick’s going for Marilyn.” 
“He could do worse. Rick says she knows how to handle a rifle.” 
Karen’s pale brows arched. “What’s that got to do with Rick going 


for her?” 

“Rick cuts firewood in the mornings. She covers for him. That’s 
what it means.” 

“Pm not following you,” Karen said. And she slipped into her 
adolescent starlet role again as she added, “But then you seldom make 
sense.” 

“Parents seldom do make sense,” Harry grunted. 

Ann came up, yawning. “This outdoor life is conducive to sleep. Are 
you coming, Harry?” 

“After a while,” he told her. 


When Ann and Karen moved toward the cave, the dying fire 
throwing their grotesque shadows on limestone walls. Harry glanced 
apprehensively at the night. Rifle cocked and ready, he walked down 
to the creek and prowled the area. Whenever he heard a sound he 
would pause, straining his eyes at the darkness. Finger on the trigger, 
ready to shoot. But so far the sounds were only made by small night 
animals. 

When Rick took up his position as sentry for the camp, Harry 
crawled into his sleeping bag. 

His dreams took him into a labyrinth where Carl, with the yellow- 
brown eyes, waved a hypodermic needle and mocked him with wild 
laughter. 


Marilyn also thought of Carl. Lying in the darkness of the cave she 
could again hear his crazed voice. She thought of the morning her 
parents and brother had been shot down. She had tried to flee but Carl 
and the other two went after her. They caught her in the woods and 
did not leave her alone for an hour. Finally they took her back to the 
house. They had torn her dress, but let her keep her slip. They put on 
records and made her dance with them in the kitchen. 

Some other men came to the house and they all drank and Carl put 
a needle into his arm. 

They put her in the bedroom upstairs. When she tried to escape, the 
window was broken. Carl ordered Andy to climb a ladder and nail 
planks over the window. They kept her locked in. During the night it 
seemed there was always one of them in the room with her. 

Then Carl and the newcomers had quarreled. The men left. But 
Andy and Mickey were still around. 

When she heard the gunshots downstairs she piled chairs against 
the door. Then Harry Baldwin and his son, Rick, appeared. 


CHAPTER 
Twenty 


AFTER BREAKFAST, Rick and Marilyn left camp for their morning wood- 
gathering. Harry had suggested she always accompany Rick, and she 
had reluctantly agreed. But on this morning she did seem a little more 
at ease. 

Since the other day, Rick made no attempt to even touch her with 
the tip of a finger. He was afraid if he did she would dash off and he’d 
be unable to find her in this wild country. 

They walked in silence, Rick dragging a crude sled he had knocked 
together to make it easier to haul wood back to camp. 

When they came to what Rick called his woodyard, he dropped the 
rope used to pull the sled. He peeled out of his shirt. Picking up the 
axe, he began to work on a tree he had felled the previous morning. 
Marilyn gripping the rifle, stood with her back to a holly thicket. 

As he lifted the axe, let it fall, Marilyn watched him intently. But 
the moment he paused to wipe sweat from his face, she would look 
away. 

He said, “I’m sorry about the other day, Marilyn.” 

“Pm afraid I don’t follow you,” she said, trying to pretend 
indifference. 

“T put my arm around you.” 

“Oh, that—” She tightened her grip on the rifle, staring at the backs 
of her hands. “I don’t think anyone would ever want to care for me. 
After what I’ve been through.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter, Marilyn. Can’t you understand?” 

“No.” 

“My sister went through the same thing. Is that any reason for her 
not to—find someone?” 

“T don’t know.” Her voice broke, but then grew firm. “We came to 
cut wood. Not to talk about me.” 

The coldness of her voice made Rick attack the tree trunk with such 
force that chips flew wildly in all directions. 

Rick was so angrily preoccupied that he was quite unprepared for 
the sudden appearance of the intruder. He was hurt by Marilyn’s 
apparent indifference. Taking his own frustrations out on the log he 
attacked. 

It was then that he realized his terrible mistake. He’d upset Marilyn 


again so that she wasn’t thinking clearly. And neither was he. He’d 
been acting like a kid, like the Rick Baldwin he thought he had left 
behind in the bombed suburb of Wheaton. He’d since thought he was 
a man. His father also thought so. His father had complimented him 
on using his head in dangerous situations. But he wasn’t much of a 
man, at that, was the thought streaking through his consciousness. 
Instead of keeping his mind on the dangers they faced, he had let 
Marilyn throw him off balance. After all, she was his responsibility. He 
had not only let her down, he had let the rest of the family down. 

Directly behind and above Marilyn’s left shoulder loomed a dark 
and vicious face. Carl! 

Marilyn had gone dead-white and Rick realized that Carl held a gun 
at her back. He had come up silently through the brush to trap them. 
He was laughing. Reaching around her he got a hand on the rifle 
barrel. 

When she held on, he snarled. “Let loose of it. I won’t kill you, 
honey. You’re too much fun. But Pll sure as hell drop your boyfriend.” 

She released the rifle. Carl tore it out of her hands. He pushed her 
into the clearing that was littered with wood chips. He shoved a 
revolver into his belt. Probably Ed Johnson’s gun, Rick thought. 

Rick stood frozen, hands sweated against the axe handle, hardly 
daring to breathe. Carl ordered him to drop the axe. Having no choice, 
Rick did as he was told. 

“Nice of you to keep chopping,” Carl laughed. “I could’ve had ten 
guys with me tramping through the brush. And you wouldn’t of heard 
us.” 

“Why don’t you clear out while you’ve got a chance?” Rick said, 
trying to bluff. 

Carl seemed amused by this. “You’re the one’s got no chance.” 

“Carl, don’t hurt him,” Marilyn whispered. 

“Just had to find you, doll,” Carl grinned. “Don’t blame me, do you? 
The old farmhouse ain’t been the same.” 

“Carl, PI go with you, Just don’t—don’t hurt Rick.” 

“So it’s Rick.” Carl’s eyes suddenly took on a thinned-down 
wildness. There was something crazy about this guy, Rick thought. 
Then he remembered his father mentioning that Carl was a narco. 
When he thought of what Carl in his deranged state could do to 
Marilyn, he turned cold. 

“Rick, huh?” Carl said viciously. “You the one who looked after my 
buddies?” 

“No, I was the one,” Marilyn cut in quickly. “I grabbed Mickey’s gun 
and shot them both.” 


“And dragged them out to the barn, I suppose.” Carl suddenly 
slapped her across the mouth. Marilyn’s head rocked. She staggered. 

Rick started for Carl, crying, “Lay off her—” 

Carl, holding her by one arm, pointed the rifle at Rick. “Me with all 
this firepower? That’s no way to talk, kid.” 

A violent twisting of her body tore Carl’s grip from her arm. “Rick— 
run!” she cried, and tried to flee. But Carl sprang for her, snapping a 
shot at Rick. Rick had just hurled a chunk of firewood at Carl when 
something smashed into his right leg. As he went down he saw that 
the length of firewood had caught Carl in the shoulder. Off balance, 
Carl stumbled, went to his knees, cursing. He dropped the rifle. 

Swiftly Marilyn snatched it up. Backing, she saw that Carl had 
drawn the revolver from his belt. She fired. Carl’s body shuddered as 
the bullet smashed into his chest. His knees caved, even as he was 
springing to his feet. Falling forward, he made one last desperate 
attempt to center the revolver on her face. But life ran out of him. He 
collapsed across a mound of chips, twitched and then lay still. 

Rick, on the ground in a pool of blood, cried, “Get his gun. Don’t 
take chances with him—” 

Marilyn hastened to obey. She threw the revolver far into the brush. 
Carl was dead, no mistake about that. But Rick had said not to take 
any chances. And she would do what Rick said. For the rest of her life 
she would do what he said, if he wanted it that way. 

Fear was a great engulfing cloud, for she could tell that Rick was 
badly hurt. The bullet had torn an ugly hole in the leg. With trembling 
hands she ripped his discarded shirt into strips and fashioned a 
tourniquet. 

“Does it hurt, Rick?” 

“Yeah.” He tried to grin through clenched teeth. 

“Rick! Pm going for your father.” 

“Okay—” He had lifted his head to look at her. But he suddenly 
slipped down into a warm and quiet sea that soon turned from blue- 
green to black. 


Harry had heard the firing, the shots making a great and sudden 
racket in the mountain stillness. His throat dry, he was on his feet, 
cocking his rifle. Ann and Karen had rushed from the cave, their faces 
tight with fear. 

“Harry—isn’t that the direction of Rick’s woodyard?” 

“Stay here!” 

Grimly he started along the path. He had covered only a short 
distance when he saw Marilyn approaching. When the girl saw him 


the strength seemed to go out of her legs. She started to sag. Rushing 
forward he caught her around the shoulders. In a few jerky sentences 
she told what had happened. Rick was wounded. A bad wound, she 
said. 

He sent her to get Ann and Karen, and the first aid kit. 

When he arrived at the woodyard he realized Marilyn had not 
exaggerated. Rick was unconscious, in a bad way. A few feet away lay 
the dead Carl. Harry barely glanced at him. 


It wasn’t long before the three women were gathered about the 
unconscious youth. Harry had bandaged the wound. Grimly he closed 
the first aid case. 


Ann, on her knees beside her son, seemed about ready to come 
apart. “How—how bad is it, Harry?” 

“He’s in shock. Lost a lot of blood.” He put a hand on Marilyn’s 
shoulder. “First aid won’t do him much good now. He needs a doctor. 
Marilyn, you know this area better than we do. Where’s the nearest 
town?” 

“Clinton.” 

“Nothing closer?” 

“No. There used to be a doctor there.” 

“Let’s hope there still is. Ann, go back to the cave and get the 
distributor cap. We’ll meet you at the car. Marilyn, you help me. 
Karen go with your mother.” 

“Is there anything else you want me to bring, Harry?” Ann 
murmured, staring anxiously at her son, unconscious on the ground. 
Already the bandage Harry had put on the wound was stained with 
blood. 

“Bring the guns and ammunition,” Harry told her. 

When Ann and Karen had hurried off, Harry gripped Marilyn by the 
arms, shaking her gently. She seemed almost numb with shock. 
“Listen to me, girl. Rick said you know how to handle a rifle.” 


She looked at him and for a moment her gaze seemed blank. Then 
she leaned forward a little, her voice intense. “I’m all right now. Yes, I 
can handle a gun.” 

“Tm going to have to carry Rick to the car. You cover me.” 

She picked up Rick’s rifle. “You’re worried about the shots.” 

“The sound carries in these mountains. It may draw more 
scavengers.” 

Marilyn’s eyes under dark brows were bright with grim 
determination. “Nobody will ever hurt Rick. They’ll have to kill me 
first.” 


“Youre a good girl, Marilyn. Rick’s lucky—” Harry broke off. Just 
how lucky would Rick be? He thought of the day they’d first 
encountered Carl and the two venomous brothers. Oh, if he only had 
it to do over again. To have stood, shotgun in hand, as they climbed 
out of the rusted Chevy after trying to run him down. To have cut 
loose with the shotgun and ended it right there, before it had even 
started. It would have saved the Johnsons. It would have spared 
Marilyn and Karen. It would have been the difference between Rick 
living and dying. 

Harry fought a sting of tears as he lifted his son and began to carry 
him toward the car they had hidden in a mantle of brush. 

“Don’t let him die,” he whispered tensely. 

Behind him came Marilyn, gripping the rifle. Ready to kill if 
necessary. 


CHAPTER 
Twenty-One 


THE MOTOR was cold and the battery ground it into sluggish action. But 
it did not catch. Harry’s heart pounded. In the back seat Ann and 
Marilyn held Rick across their laps. Karen sat in front, her cheeks 
stained with tears. 

Just as he thought the battery would die on them, the motor caught. 
Harry wanted to shout with relief. 

“Marilyn, you give me directions,” Harry said. “I don’t know the 
back roads out of here.” 


She told him how to go, skirting the ruined bridge, heading back to 
the farmhouse. When she saw the two-story building with its boarded- 
up window a tremor touched her shoulders. She looked away. 

Finally they were going downgrade, hitting switchbacks on this 
unpaved road. 

“You better loosen that tourniquet again, 
shoulder. 

“I just did,” Ann said in a voice tight with strain. 

To Harry’s right the road dropped a thousand feet into a deep 
canyon. Erosion had wrecked the road. At places the weather had torn 
away the shoulder. One wrong skid here and it would be over for 
Rick. Over for them all. 

A dozen miles ground under the slow-moving car. It was down a 
steep grade, then up a steeper one. Doubling back, dipping, climbing 
again. 

Harry switched on the radio. His arms ached from fighting the 
wheel. Occasionally Rick would groan. The sound of it tore at him. 

The droning voice of an announcer cut in from the speaker. “. . . of 
great interest. Ladies and gentlemen, the Secretary of State.” 

“Must be something important,” Ann said. 

Another voice came over the speaker. “I have just received a 
communiqué from the enemy requesting an immediate cessation of 
hostilities on our terms. A meeting is being set up—” 

The occupants of the Baldwin car seemed stunned by the news. 

It was Ann who said, “Does that mean the war’s over?” 

“For some people,” Harry said heavily. “For us—” he glanced back 
at the unconscious Rick—“not yet.” 

Finally they reached a wooden sign, half shot away by vandals with 
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Harry said over his 


too much ammunition and no sense. WELCOME To CLINTON. 

“Where is the doctor’s office, Marilyn?” Harry asked, looking 
around at havoc on the street. Two cars, evidently colliding at high 
speed, seemed fused together. Glass and pieces of metal littered the 
street. A woman’s hat and bloodied shoe lay near one of the cars. 
Streets and sidewalks seemed deserted. It was almost as if the town 
had been abandoned. Harry groaned at the possibility. 

“Next block to your left,” Marilyn said, staring at buildings gutted 
by fire. A crushed baby carriage lay near a shattered lamp post. 
Beyond a crumpled bicycle was under a pickup truck with a missing 
wheel. 

Harry made his turn as Marilyn directed; he felt even more 
despondent. This side street looked even worse than the other one that 
had led them into town. Every window was broken. One building was 
boarded up. A torn awning flapped in the wind. 

“There’s his office,” Marilyn said, pointing at a small building near 
the end of the street. Its windows had also been smashed. A gilt sign 
above the door had been broken, all that remained were four letters: 
Dr. ST— 

Quickly Harry braked the car and slipped out. Through the broken 
window he could see a combination office and treatment room. It was 
in a shambles; tables overturned, chairs smashed. An examination 
table was on its side. Behind it were shelves that had been literally 
ripped from the walls. 

The work of a madman, Harry thought. 

He tried the door. It was locked. There seemed to be no one inside. 
Harry looked around, his anxiety for Rick’s safety turning to an icy 
fear. 

No sound came from the office. The doctor might be dead inside. Or 
unconscious. “Marilyn, any idea where the doctor lives?” 

“No. But we'll find him. We’ve got to.” 

Harry drew back his foot to kick in the office door. The lock was 
flimsy. The door crashed inward. But when he searched the rubble he 
found no sign of a doctor, either dead or alive. But he did find a 
telephone directory. It was nearly hidden by an old-fashioned crank 
type phone that had been pulled from the wall. 

Quickly he looked for the only two letters remaining in the doctor’s 
sign, St— 

Then he found it. Powell Strong, MD. With an address on Forest 
Street. 

It took them a precious five minutes to locate the doctor’s cottage. A 
slatted walk led to a veranda. Blinds were pulled over the windows. 


Harry ran along the walk. He was about to ring the bell when the door 
opened. 

The interior of the house was in shadow so he could not see anyone. 
But he did see the .45 revolver pointed at his chest and heard an old 
man’s voice say, 

“What do you want?” 

“Are you Doctor Strong?” 

“Yes—” 

“My boy’s badly hurt. We need help.” 

The doctor came forward a step so Harry could see a fuzz of gray 
hair. Blue eyes regarded him coldly from horn-rim glasses. Keeping 
the weapon steady he gestured with a blue-veined hand at the 
revolver Harry had shoved in his belt when they left their mountain 
hideout. 

“Take that gun out of your belt,” the doctor said firmly. “Give it to 
me.” 

“Now wait a minute, Doctor—” 

“You don’t cross my threshold unless it’s on my terms.” Reluctantly 
Harry turned over the gun. The old man was peering at the mud- 
splattered sedan in the street. “Who’re those women?” 

“My wife and daughter and a friend. My son is in the rear seat—” 

“Come in here,” the doctor commanded, stepping back. “Roll up 
your sleeves.” 

“What for?” Harry felt a thrust of anger at this old fool. But he 
decided to humor the man. They needed his help so desperately. 

When Harry rolled up his sleeves, the doctor raised a blind. 
Daylight flooded a white enameled room with an examination table 
and filing cabinets. Doctor Strong examined his arms. 

“You look all right. Dope addicts been running crazy.” 

“Doctor—my boy. He needs attention.” 

“Bring him in,” the old man said brusquely and laid aside his 
revolver. 

Sunlight was fading fast. Doctor Strong had lighted a lamp. When 
Harry placed Rick on the examination table the doctor handed him 
the lamp. “A little primitive, but it’ll have to do. We’ve had no lights 
since everything started to blow up.” 

Marilyn put out a hand and brushed aside a lock of Rick’s hair. He 
had briefly regained consciousness. He let a smile flicker on his lips 
and Marilyn smiled back, trying not to cry. 

When the doctor started probing the wound Rick winced, then 
closed his eyes again. Ann stood woodenly beside the table. Karen had 


placed a clenched fist against her teeth as she stared at her brother, so 
pale and wan. 


“Hold the light closer,” Doctor Strong snapped. 


“How bad is it, Doctor?” Harry asked anxiously, moving the lamp so 
the glow fell across the ugly hole in Rick’s leg. 


The doctor straightened up. “He’s in bad shape.” 
“Will he recover?” Ann asked in a dead voice. 


“I might as well be frank with you people. You son has a partially 
severed artery. He’s lost a critical amount of blood.” 


“Transfusions are the answer then,” Harry said eagerly. 
“If these were normal times it would be easy.” Doctor Strong was 


fiddling with his glasses. “An Army advance unit was through here 
this morning. They left me plasma.” 

The old man’s hedging was beginning to get under Harry’s skin. 
“You have plasma. Let’s get started. Why this hesitation—” 

“Plasma is all right for shock. Your son needs whole blood.” 

Ann and Karen exchanged glances. Marilyn bit her lip. Harry was 
about to say something, but the doctor was giving a brusque order. 


“Here’s what you must do, Baldwin. Get your son to Wheaton for 
transfusions—” 


“Damn it, why didn’t the Army leave you whole blood?” 


“Has to be kept under refrigeration. We haven’t had electricity since 
the trouble started.” 


Doctor Strong was putting a fresh bandage on Rick’s leg. When he 
finished, he gave some further advice. 


“Now don’t rough this boy around. The patch-up job might not 
hold.” 


Harry put out his hand. “Can—can you come with us?” he pleaded. 

The doctor shook his gray head. “My people will start to come back. 
They'll be needing me. Somebody’s got to keep the leg bone connected 
to the thigh bone. I wouldn’t be much good anyway. Your boy’s now 
in the hands of a far greater doctor than I.” 

Harry rubbed a hand across his mouth. “I guess that’s that.” The 
doctor was washing up. “Listen, I—Doctor, I can’t pay you. I have no 
money.” 

The doctor squinted through his horn-rims. “Money was one of the 
first symbols to disappear.” 

“Tt’ll be back. The war’s over. We won.” 

“Ding-ding for us,” the doctor said sourly. 

“You have a sort of grisly glibness,” Harry snapped. 


The doctor put down the towel he had been using on his hands. 
“Would you feel better,” he demanded solemnly, “if I told you that 
this boy has to get a transfusion—within three hours? Or he’ll die?” 

Harry felt Ann’s fingers dig into his arm. Marilyn was weeping. 
Karen kept muttering over and over, “Oh, my God.” 

Harry swallowed. It was up to him to keep the Baldwin family from 
going to pieces. He picked up his revolver. 

“Let’s get Rick ready for his trip,” Harry said, and the sharpness of 
his voice seemed to bring the women out of their shock and terror. 

When Harry had carried Rick out to the car, the doctor called from 
his porch, “Keep your gun handy. Country’s still full of murdering, 
thieving patriots.” 


CHAPTER 
Twenty-Two 


BEFORE LEAVING Clinton they found a gas station and filled up. Harry 
left his watch and binoculars in lieu of cash. The attendant seemed to 
think he had a fair exchange. 

Once out of town Harry poured on the speed. This time he was not 
hampered by the trailer. The speedometer needles only swerved from 
the seventy-five mark when he sent the Ford screeching around 
sweeping turns. They passed wrecked cars, a burned farmhouse. 

Dusk thickened into night. Harry switched on the headlights and 
they cut yellowly into the darkness. Strain was beginning to eat at 
him. To give Rick more room Karen and Marilyn were in the front 
seat. Rick was stretched out in the back, his head on Ann’s lap. He had 
moments of consciousness. 

Harry caught her face in the rear view mirror. “How’s he doing?” 

“About the same, I guess,” Ann said, forcing the words. “He’s so 
pale, Harry.” 

“How’s his pulse?” 

It took Ann a moment to reply. “I—I can just barely feel it.” 

“Don’t give up, Ann. Above all, don’t give up now.” 

“I won’t, Harry. How much farther?” 

Harry glanced at the odometer and tried to figure the mileage from 
Clinton. “I’d say sixty miles—maybe less.” 

“Let’s pray it’s less,” Marilyn said numbly. 

“A little praying from us all about now, wouldn’t hurt,” Harry 
muttered. The hours behind the wheel were beginning to cut into his 
reserve. His nerves screamed and there was an aching tooth feel to his 
shoulders. His fingers were cramped on the wheel rim. The motor 
purred. Rick would groan. Karen wept quietly. 

Suddenly, around a curve came a pair of headlights. Smashing 
against the windshield like a glaring barrier of floodlights. 

Half-blinded by the glare, Harry pulled on the wheel. Ann 
screamed. He felt the car whip sickeningly as the rear wheels hit 
gravel on the shoulder. A tree shot toward them. Harry yanked the 
wheel. The tree slid by. He was back on the road, off it again. Fighting 
the wheel he managed to brake it down. Just when he thought he had 
it made, the car gave one final spin. They came to a jolting halt in a 
drainage ditch. 


“Fools!” Harry cried. But he broke off cursing the unknown driver. 
The long slide had killed the motor. He got it started again, was just 
maneuvering the sedan out of the ditch when it died again. 

“Daddy,” Karen cried, “that car’s turning around!” 

Freezing, Harry whipped around in the seat. He could see the car 
moving toward them at high speed. He’d never be able to pull back on 
the road and outdistance it. 

As the car drew nearer, Harry made his decision. “Everybody down! 
And stay down!” 

“Harry, what are you going to do—” 

“Ann, be quiet. Do what I say.” 

He saw the others had ducked down. He inched lower in the seat, 
gripping his .45. He heard the car slow. Maybe the driver would keep 
on going. Maybe, but he knew it wasn’t probable. 

He gripped the gun so hard his cramped fingers began to ache. 

The other car stopped behind them. Harry could see the shine of 
headlights washing the interior of the Baldwin sedan. 

A door opened in the other car and a harsh voice said, “All right, 
come out of there!” 

No one in the sedan replied. 

The voice said again, “Come out with your hands empty, and where 
we can see them.” In a moment the man said, “You’ve got five seconds 
to come out, or we start shooting!” 


Harry swallowed. He knew the man would never come up close to 
the car where Harry could draw a bead on him. The man was too 
smart for that. Even though he might risk a shot before giving up, 
Harry knew he could not endanger lives of his son and the women. 

“All right,” Harry called. “Don’t shoot.” He tossed his revolver into 
the road. Keeping his hands up he stepped out. Headlights of the other 
car blinded him. “Listen to me,” he pleaded. “My boy is in that car. 
We've got to get him to a hospital. He’s dying.” 

“Keep your hands up!” Karen slid out of the car to stand beside her 
father. The man said, “The rest of you. Come out. Move slowly.” 

Marilyn climbed out, then helped Ann, who found it difficult to 
slide past Rick. The boy had lapsed into unconsciousness again. 

Ann held out her hands to the shadowed figure in the road. “What 
do you want?” Her voice was shaking. “Take anything we’ve got—but 
let us get to the hospital. Please!” 

“Where is the boy?” 


“He’s lying in the back seat.” Her voice broke. Sobbing, she dropped 
to her knees there at the edge of the road. 


Somehow the sounds of her sobs broke the last of Harry’s reserve. 
Whirling, he tried to reach one of the rifles in the car. 


A burst of machine gun fire splintered the stillness. Bullets 
ricocheted off the pavement, went screaming into the night. 

“Throw that rifle down!” the man ordered. “We’ll cut you to 
pieces.” 

Wearily he threw the rifle into the road, beside the fresh bullet scars 
in the pavement. 

“You don’t argue with a machine gun,” Harry muttered. 

Another man stepped out of the headlight glare. Harry could see 
that he was tall, wearing a helmet. An armpatch on his khaki sleeve 
said he was a member of a paratroop unit. 

The first man said, “Take a look in the car, Larker.” 

“Right, Sarge. He’s tellin’ the truth,” Larker said, peering in at Rick. 
“There’s a guy in here—out cold.” 

Harry was staring at the man in uniform. “You’re the Army. The 
U.S. Army!” 

Ann got to her feet, reeled against Harry. For a moment he thought 
she would faint. Then she wept against his chest. “Oh, Harry. My God 
—the Army—” 

Harry could feel a sting of tears in his own eyes. The first man, who 
had done most of the talking, came up. He was a stocky, red-haired 
man with a sergeant’s stripes on his sleeve. 


He also looked in the car, verified what the paratrooper had said. 
Then to Hairy he said, “Sorry to shake you up, mister. But you were 
driving on the wrong side of the road.” 


“J—I didn’t realize it. I guess Pm just dead tired—” 


“We’re the farthest patrol out. Have to be careful. What’s wrong 
with the boy?” 


“He’s been shot. He—he needs blood. In a hurry.” 

“There’s an aid station about ten miles ahead at our patrol 
headquarters,” the sergeant said. “Can you make it?” 

Harry tightened his arm around Ann’s shoulder. He managed a 
smile through the cloud of exhaustion that gripped him. “Yeah, we 
can make it. We can make it fine.” 

“We can give you a shove with the jeep.” 

“T think I’m out of the ditch. Thank you.” 

“Let me hold Rick,” Marilyn said to Ann. “You’re so tired.” 

Ann could only smile. Karen helped her into the front seat, then got 
in beside her mother. Marilyn climbed in the back and put Rick’s head 
in her lap. 


As Harry pulled back onto the road, Karen yawned. With the great 
resilience of youth, she curled up against her mother. Reaching down, 
Harry gripped Ann’s hand. She put her head on his shoulder. 

As the sedan moved off down the road, Larker said, “That’s five 
more, Sergeant.” 

“Five more what?” 

“Five more that’re okay. They come from the hills—no radiation 
sickness.” 

“Yep. Five good ones.” The sergeant watched the taillights of the 
Baldwin car blend into complete darkness. Then he piled into the jeep. 
Larker made a U-turn. They drove up into the mountains in the 
direction of Clinton. 


THE END 


